
ome important changes to the Child Support
Scheme were proposed in the Federal Budget
this financial year. Of particular note was a 
proposal to reduce child support payable by
non-resident parents who have contact with

their children for between 10 and 30 per cent of nights per
year. This proposal took legislative shape (along with other
proposals) in the Child Support Legislation Amendment
Bill No 2 2000. The Government estimated that 205,000
non-resident parents have contact with their children for
between 10 and 30 per cent of nights, and that, if the pro-
posal became law, around two thirds of those would receive

an average reduction of about $5 per week (Family and
Community Services 2000c: 159). 

Views regarding the impact of the proposals on resident
parents differed markedly, especially when considered in
the broader context of the new tax package (for example,
compare Anthony 2000, and McIness 2000).

The Bill was the subject of a Senate Committee inquiry
(Senate Committee 2000), and was passed by the House of
Representatives. At the Bill’s Second Reading stage in the
Senate, the proposal to reduce child support where there
was contact between 10 and 30 per cent of nights was
defeated (along with a proposal to reduce the child support
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income ‘cap’ for high income
earners). In the Senate, the Labor
Party united with the Democrats
to defeat these proposals. How-
ever, in the report of the Senate
Committee inquiry on the Bill, it
was clear that the Labor Party
(delivering a dissenting report)
agreed ‘with views expressed in
both the majority report and in the
broader community about the
need to provide additional support
to non-resident parents’ (Senate
Committee 2000:11). As a result,
discussions on this issue, and on
the nexus between contact and
child support, are likely to con-
tinue.

At the core of recent discussion
and debate surrounding these

proposals to change the Child Support Scheme are impor-
tant questions surrounding the costs of contact for
non-resident parents, and the relationship between con-
tact and the payment of child support – the contact-child
support nexus. The Institute has recently examined rele-
vant research on these issues, in the context of its analysis
of children data for its Australian Divorce Transitions Pro-
ject. While the analysis of the empirical data is
forthcoming, work undertaken at the literature review
stage is discussed in this article. Our aim is to bring to the
fore research which is also relevant to current discussions
regarding the Child Support Scheme.

In many respects, it is understandable that the costs of
contact, and the relationship between contact and the pay-
ment of child support, should become increasingly evident
issues in family law and policy. This focus is a logical out-
come of a broader policy shift towards encouraging
co-parenting after separation – as exemplified by changes
to the Family Law Act in 1995 underlining that parental
responsibility is on-going despite changes in the parental
relationship, and the child’s right to know and be cared for
by both parents. While there is broad agreement regarding
the benefits of this legislative priority for most children
and their parents, more scrutiny is needed regarding the
extent to which parenting practices actually reflect the
ideal. To some extent, these questions have been
addressed by existing Australian and overseas research.
That research forms the focus of this article.

Costs of contact

Recently, there has been increasing emphasis on the need
to recognise the costs of contact of non-resident parents
who have ongoing and regular contact with their children. 

This has been evident in two ways. First, as noted above,
in the Child Support Legislation Amendment Bill (No 2)
2000 it was proposed that non-resident parents exercising
contact with their children for between 10 and 30 per cent of
nights would pay a reduced amount of child support – a pro-
posal which has not proceeded. Second, a similar change has
already been implemented in relation to the Family Tax Ben-
efit, to reflect ‘shared care’ arrangements (Family Tax Benefit
2000). As a result of the new tax package announced in the
Federal Budget this financial year, from 1 July the Family Tax
Benefit is apportioned to each parent according to their
shared level of care (Family Tax Benefit 2000). Prior to this
change, a minimum level of care of 30 per cent was required
before apportionment could occur, and where a non-resi-
dent parent put in a claim (which rarely occurred).
Apportionment is now automatic, on the basis of information
about patterns of care provided by parents to Centrelink.

In the child support context, the rationale for change is
that ‘[b]y recognising that payers incur costs during con-
tact, it is expected that the frequency and level of contact
with children will increase and this will consequently ben-
efit the development of children involved as well as the
likelihood of payment of child support’ (Family and Com-
munity Services 2000c: 159). While this rationale appears
straightforward on its face, it is complex on closer exami-
nation, as it interweaves two important and contentious
issues: the costs of contact for non-resident parents, and
the relationship between child support and contact.

As regards the first issue – the costs of contact – the
Department of Family and Community Services has
referred to recent Australian research which ‘suggests that
the cost of contact by the non-resident parent is high, due
to the need to transport the children and to provide a bed-
room, furniture, clothing, food, etc’ (FaCS 2000a: E2).
Research by Murray Woods and Associates, commissioned
by the then Department of Social Security (now Family
and Community Services), found that regardless of income
levels, non-resident parents who had contact with their
children typically created an infrastructure to facilitate
contact, consisting of accommodation with a separate bed-
room, household items bought specifically for contact,
clothing and food purchases, health care and frequent
entertainment (Murray Woods & Associates 1999: 1).

Proposals last year to change the Child Support Scheme focused on 

two important issues: the financial costs of parent-child contact for non-

resident parents, and the relationship between contact and the payment

of child support. What does the research tell us?
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endeavour is that there remains much ambiguity about
how costs of contact that are not high (hereafter ‘non-
high contact costs’) were factored into the original child
support formula – as recognised at the recent Senate
Committee inquiry (Senate Committee 2000: 4, 11).

Back in 1988, the Child Support Consultative Group,
which was responsible for developing the formula, stated
that the formula ‘recognise[d] that while a non-custodial
parent may not have high costs of access . . . he or she
may have some costs of access’ (Child Support Consulta-
tive Group 1988: 72). This suggests that an allowance 
for non-high contact costs was included in the basic 
formula, but no specific figures or calculations were spec-
ified. The inclusion of these contact costs in the formula
would certainly be consistent with the more recent trend
in many US states, where ‘increasingly the literature and
case law assume that 20 per cent time is normal visitation

time and the expenses of that amount of visitation have
been considered in the basic award’ (Melli 1999: 224).
This is even though, as noted earlier, Melli argues that a
reduction in the costs of caring for children by resident
parents does not result until near-equal time share occurs
(40–50 per cent).

Independent of the vagaries that surround the issue of
non-high contact costs, there is no doubt that ‘high’ costs of
contact are reflected in the operation of the formula.
Returning again to 1988 in Australia, the Child Support
Consultative Group, in devising the formula, directly
acknowledged high costs of contact (being 40 per cent or
more of nights per year), which have, as a result, always
been a basis for applying for a change of assessment, (or,
less commonly, a court-ordered departure from the for-
mula). For some time, the costs of substantial contact have
also been recognised. As a result, a non-resident parent
who has a child for more than 30 per cent of nights per year
pays a reduced amount of child support. This ‘substantial
access threshold’ was introduced by the Child Support Leg-
islation Amendment Act (No 2) 1992 in response to
‘widespread criticism’ that the original cut-off of 40 per
cent was too high (Joint Select Committee 1994: 380). 

The aim of the Murray Woods & Associates project
was ‘to gather information on the type of expenditures
rather than exact cost’ (Murray Woods & Associates
1999: 5). Also, the brief did not include consideration of
the relationship between resident parent costs and con-
tact costs of non-resident parents. As a result, the
research was not based on couple data (ie data matched
from both resident and non-resident parents) or supple-
mented by data from children – only non-resident
parents were consulted. The findings thus reflect non-
resident parents’ descriptions of their behaviour and
expenditure in relation to contact. 

While the perspectives of non-resident parents regarding
the costs of contact are important, there is a need for
research in this context which addresses the issue of differ-
ential reporting. Differences between mothers’ and fathers’
reports have been well documented. Non-resident parents
tend to report more visits and more denial of contact by
their former partners than resident parents (Braver et al.
1991). This is supported by preliminary findings from the
Institute’s Australian Divorce Transitions Project, based on
a random national sample of 650 divorced men and women.
When asked about frequency of contact, almost three 
quarters of non-resident fathers reported seeing their chil-
dren at least fortnightly, whereas a markedly lower
percentage of resident mothers (44 per cent) reported at
least fortnightly contact between fathers and children. 
Similar reporting differences have been observed in relation
to child support payments. Previous research, both in Aus-
tralia and overseas, suggests that payers ‘appear to grossly
over-estimate their compliance with child support. Resi-
dent parents appear to marginally under-estimate actual
payments’ (Sutton and Sheen 1998).

A further issue worthy of consideration is the extent to
which contact by non-resident parents reduces in any way
the parenting costs borne by resident parents. As a practical
matter, it would seem likely that such costs (except perhaps
for food, and leisure activities) would not be reduced; it is

more probable that a doubling-up of certain items would
occur in order to cater for the child in two locations. Two
households will be more expensive to run than one. 

There is a paucity of data in Australia or overseas
regarding the relationship between contact costs and costs
incurred by resident parents. However, there is United
States research suggesting that an association between the
costs incurred by contact parents and a corresponding fall
in the costs of resident parents only arises when there is
near-equal shared care. According to Melli (1999: 229):
‘Although there is almost no empirical data on the costs of
shared time and the distribution of those costs between
parents, it is likely that expenditures by the residential
parent do not decrease until well after the non-residential
parent has considerable expense. Some scholars and pol-
icy-makers are of the view that there is no significant shift
of costs until the time share is 40–50 per cent.’

In Australia, issues also surround the extent to which
the costs of contact have already been recognised in the
child support formula. The need to recognise these costs
has been an on-going issue in the history of the Child
Support Scheme (see for example, Joint Select Commit-
tee 1994: 376-382). One issue that has dogged this

C o n t a c t  a n d  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  a r e  c o m p l e x l y  
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does not give rise to an automatic right to contact with a
child. Conversely, the inability to pay child support – or
even the non-payment of child support where there is an
ability to pay – do not of themselves justify denial of con-
tact. The linking of contact and reductions in child
support raised the risk that contact would occur for
financial reasons, rather than because this was in the
best interests of the child.

The prospect of strengthening the nexus between
child support and contact raises further questions sur-
rounding the thinking and actual practices of separated
parents. In particular, do separated parents make a link
between the payment/receipt of child support and the
expectation/granting of contact? And would parents be
more likely to make any links between contact and child
support if the law was changed to compensate non-resi-
dent parents for the costs of contact?

At a more fundamental level, understanding the causal
direction of the seeing–paying relationship from the
point of view of parents is important if policy is to be
framed which will foster positive outcomes for children.
For instance, one line of thought is that ‘where money
goes, the heart goes’; in other words, the provision of
child support might encourage parent-child contact. The
report of the Joint Select Committee certainly suggested
that non-resident parents make an ‘I-pay-so-I-should-
see’ connection (Joint Select Committee 1994: 382-384). 

The alternative line of thought is that ‘where the heart
goes, money goes’: seeing children on a regular basis
helps non-resident parents be aware of the costs of chil-
dren, and so they are likely to support their children
financially as a function of this awareness. Recent moves
to reduce child support with the aim of fostering contact
would appear consistent with this philosophy.

A growing body of research on the link between con-
tact and the payment of child support, including Institute
data, supports the view that there are indeed close links
between these activities, but that these links are not sim-
ple and direct. They may be influenced or mediated by a
constellation of factors that interact in complex ways.
These factors include the pre-separation relationship sta-
tus of the parents, the quality of the relationship with the
other parent, the age of children, the physical distance of
the non-resident parent from the children, the presence
of a new partner, the presence of children from a new
relationship, employment status, income, and sense of
personal control (Bradshaw et al. 1999; Funder 1993;
Maclean and Eekelaar 1997). This body of research does
not suggest that contact alone leads to an increased 
likelihood that child support will be paid. Rather, the
research indicates that the contact and the payment of
child support are events that are likely to be causally
related to each other, but also co-exist as a result of the
combined effect of a number of other factors.

The causal relationship between contact and child
support, as well as some of the factors impacting on the
occurrence of these, has been conceptualised in the US
context by Seltzer et al. (1989). According to Seltzer and
her colleagues, there are three main causal explanations
for the seeing-paying relation: ‘common demographic
causes’, ‘unobserved social-psychological factors’, and
causal relationships between contact and child support
themselves (Seltzer et al. 1989: 1013). Common demo-
graphic factors, argue Seltzer et al., constrain or enhance
the resources necessary for contact and the payment of
child support. For example, the presence of new children

On the basis of the above analysis, it is unclear
whether the costs of non-high contact were factored into
the child support formula when it was developed in the
late 1980s. Regardless of whether this occurred or not,
there remain unresolved questions surrounding what
those costs are in money terms, and the point at which
contact costs borne by non-resident parents reduce the
costs of caring for children incurred by resident parents.

Links between contact and child support
Aside from issues surrounding the costs of contact, vari-
ous issues arise when those costs are linked to the
payment of child support. 

While the focus of the most recent proposals was on
addressing the costs of contact for non-resident parents,
the Department of Family and Community Services also

envisaged that the proposals would ‘encourage parents to
maintain contact with their children’ (Senate Committee
2000: 2). The prospect of encouraging non-resident par-
ents to have contact with their children by reducing their
child support payments resulted in concern which was
evident at the Senate Committee inquiry (Senate Com-
mittee 2000: 10). 

In particular, the proposal was at odds with one of the
core philosophical tenets of the Child Support Scheme
and family law more broadly: that no link should be made
between the payment of child support and having contact
with a child. The central objective of the Child Support
Scheme is to ensure that children receive a ‘proper’ level
of financial support from their parents, who have a pri-
mary duty to maintain their children (Child Support
(Assessment) Act 1989 (Cth), ss 3 and 4). In the legisla-
tion, the presence of this duty is not premised on the
parent having contact with the child. The same approach
is evident in Family Court decisions. The guiding princi-
ple in case law is that no presumptions operate in the
area of parenting decisions; the best interests of the child
are the paramount consideration (Family Law Act 1975
(Cth) s 65E). As a result, the payment of child support

 b u t  s t r o n g l y  t i e d  t o  e a c h  o t h e r.
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consequences. In short, visitation and child support are
complexly, but strongly tied, to each other.’

This complexity and fluidity makes the formulation and
implementation of effective policy difficult. On the basis of
the above research, policy based on a simple contact-child
support nexus – that is, lowering the child support payable
will increase the chances of contact occurring, and increas-
ing contact will increase the chances of child support being
paid – would appear to be highly problematic.

Conclusion
Two clear conclusions emerge from this article. First,
research on the costs of contact indicates the need for

specific consideration in Australia of the money value of
costs incurred, and the relationship between those costs
and the costs incurred by resident parents in caring for
children. To date, the research has focused on the types
of expenditures for non-resident parents during contact
visits. Yet if, as under the most recent proposals, the
effect of any future change is to reduce resident parent
income in order to benefit contact parents, we should
surely look at the relationship between the two sets of
costs incurred. 

In framing policy, there is also a need to consider 
the relative financial positions of resident and non-resi-
dent parents, and the role of the state in providing 
some financial support for children. Post-separation,
there is rarely enough money to meet the financial needs
of both parents, their children, and any subsequent 
families (Sheehan and Hughes 2001). As a result, it will
always be difficult to achieve a change that will be wel-
comed across the board. However, recent Institute
findings based on the Australian Divorce Transitions 
Project indicate that being a female sole parent continues
to provide the greatest likelihood of economic disadvan-
tage (Weston and Smyth 2000: 15). The parameters of

in the non-resident parent’s household places constraints
on time and money and thus is likely to reduce the fre-
quency of contact and the amount of child support paid
to children of a previous union.

Common ‘unobserved social-psychological factors’
can also influence the occurrence of both contact and
child support. For example, non-resident parents’ com-
mitment to their children and the desire for a close
emotional bond might result in the payment of child sup-
port and regular parent-child contact. Finally, contact
and child support can themselves be causally related. For
example, parent-child contact can foster a context in
which non-resident parents stay in touch with children’s
material needs, and the costs of these needs. They might
thus be more inclined to provide financial support than
parents who do not see their children. 

Where conflict exists between parents, the causal links
between contact and child support (the third causal fac-
tor in Seltzer et al’s framework) can be quite explicit:
both activities can become power-play activities whereby
children become ‘pawns’ in a power struggle between par-
ents in which the pieces traded are contact and child
support: money from the non-resident parent is traded
for contact with children (‘I-pay-so-I-see’), or vice versa
(‘You-don’t-pay-so-you-don’t-see’) (Funder 1993). 

These three causal explanations are not mutually
exclusive. Indeed a combination of these processes is
likely to define the particular seeing-paying relation (such
as where parents’ commitment to raising their children
influences their decision to live near one another). These
processes are also likely to alter over time as parents’ cir-
cumstances change and as children grow older. Changing
relational, economic and life circumstances can trigger
sudden shifts in parenting arrangements (and vice versa).
For example, informal parenting arrangements around
contact and financial support might become highly struc-
tured as a result of a resident parent repartnering and
moving some distance from a former spouse. The contact-

child support nexus, and the dynamics around it, can thus
be quite complex and fluid.

Thompson (1994: 224), writing in the United States,
conveys this well: ‘Visitation and child support are
related attitudinally, empirically, sometimes even legally.
But their linkage is complex. Fathers who do not visit
with their children are less likely to pay child support,
but this may be because fathers who refuse to pay child
support lack the commitment to visit regularly with off-
spring or because fathers who encounter obstacles to
visitation feel less fidelity to child support orders. It is
also true that fathers who cannot maintain child support
payments are likely to otherwise disappear from their
children’s lives either because they are denied access by
their children’s mother or because they cannot help sup-
port. Sometimes child support and visitation are linked to
common influences: when mothers remarry, fathers
sometimes feel excluded from their children’s lives and
also believe there is less need for child support now that
a stepfather is in the picture. Or the father’s own remar-
riage may diminish his interest in visitation and his
perception of his capacity to pay child support. The geo-
graphic relocation of either parent can have similar

Post-separation, there is  rarel y enough money to meet the financial  needs of  both parents,
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any change should surely be that those who are already
disadvantaged post-separation should not be further 
disadvantaged, although it should be acknowledged – 
as pointed out in the Introduction – that predictions
regarding the impact of the most recent proposals dif-
fered markedly. 

Second, there is enough research on the nexus
between contact and child support to suggest that simple
links do not exist, and that policy formulated with the
expectation that reducing child support payments will
increase contact levels is problematic. As for the costs of
contact, there is a clear need for Australian empirical
data, in order that we can explore this issue at the level of
detail required to develop sound policy.
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