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ABSTRACT 

From 1985 to 2000 the total divorce rate (TDR) in Uruguay doubled from 15% 

to 30%, the highest figure in South America. Despite the increasing number of divorces 

and separations, there is still little information concerning contact between non resident 

parents and children and payment of child support. This paper provides more 

information on these two points, using a survey that collected the appropriate data. 

Since we have data from both men and women, we can estimate differences in 

declarations between fathers and mothers. Our main conclusions are: 1) child support 

payment rates and contact with children after divorce are higher according to fathers 

than to mothers; 2) father’s capacity to pay is related to child support but not with 

contact; 3) fathers and mothers do not agree about the effect of repartnering of the 

mother; 4) fathers’ repartening diminishes contact but does not affect child support 

payment rates. 
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1. Introduction 

Uruguay is considered an atypical country in the context of Latin America because 

of the characteristics of its population and the distinctive nature of its social 

development. The country processed the demographic transition at the end of the 19
th

 

century and the beginning of the 20
th

, more than half a century before most of the 

countries in the continent. By the mid 20
th

 century Uruguay was already in the last 

phase of the transition: the total fertility rate was 2.8 children per woman, life 

expectancy at birth was 69 years, and the urbanization process came early and was 

particularly intense (Pellegrino, 2003; Chackiel & Scholnick, 1992). 

Social policies have a long tradition in Uruguay compared to most Latin American 

countries. Since the end of the 19th century, primary education has been lay, free of 

charge and compulsory for girls as well as boys. At that time too the first social security 

programs were set up. In the 20th century, the coverage of social programs was 

expanded and they became more diverse, and today Uruguay ranks third in Latin 

America in terms of public social expenditure (CEPAL, 2008) 

Uruguay also differs from the norm in that the process of secularization came early 

and was intense. The last stage in this process, which began in the 1880s, came in 1907 

with the first divorce law (Caetano, G. & Geymonat, 1997). This initiative in the legal 

framework was expanded in 1913 and in 1977, and the country was the first in South 

America to have a divorce law.  

Although the divorce law came early, the number of divorces increased only very 

slowly up to the 1970s. However, in that decade, and even more so in the 1980s, the 

divorce rate grew more rapidly in the context of far-reaching changes in the patterns of 

how relationships and families were structured. These trends will be examined in 

greater depth in the next section.  

One of the consequences of the rise in divorce has been a corresponding increase in 

the number of children and adolescents who do not live with both their biological 

parents. Therefore Uruguay is faced with the same kinds of problems as various other 

countries that have undergone changes in family patterns to a similar or greater extent in 

recent decades. One of these problems is that of children not receiving financial support 

from their fathers and/or losing contact with them, when the parents’ relationship breaks 

up. Although there has been scant research into this subject, it is estimated that around 
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60% of fathers do not make money transfers to their children after the parents’ 

relationship breaks up, and around 40% do not have contact with them (Bucheli 2003). 

One of the main limitations on these data is that they are based only on survey 

information provided by women who live in the country’s capital city and greater 

metropolitan area. In our study, we have been able to analyze the problem from the 

perspective of men as well as women, and our samples are representative of urban areas 

throughout the country.   

The aim of this study is to compare the information supplied by the fathers and that 

from the mothers of children and adolescents under 21 years of age as regards the extent 

to which the fathers fulfill their obligations to pay child support, and the frequency with 

which they see their children after the couple’s relationship has broken up. We shall 

also analyze the variables that have an influence on the child support payment rate, and 

the frequency of contact between non resident fathers and their children, by estimating 

various probability models.   

The study is organized as follows: after this introduction we give a brief outline of 

the observed changes in how families are structured and the legislation governing child 

support and parents’ access. In section 3 we describe the sources and the methods used. 

In section 4 we focus on a description of the results, and lastly, in section 5, we discuss 

our main findings.   

 

2. The increase in divorce and the regulations governing child support 

2.1. Changes in the family 

In the mid 1970s, the number of divorces began to increase at a moderate rate, 

and in the 1980s there was an unprecedented acceleration in legal separations and 

divorce. This trend continued in the 1990s, and by the end of that decade the divorce 

rate was around 30% (Cabella, 1998).
1
 

This increase in divorce is just one of the changes that the family in Uruguay has 

been undergoing since the mid 1980s. The magnitude and the rapidity of this change 

echo very similar processes to those that took place previously in the Western 

industrialized countries, and are collectively known as the second demographic 

                                                 
1
 The latest available figure for this indicator is for 2002, the last year in which divorce data by duration 

of the marriage were published. In that year the value of the indicator was 36%. 
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transition. In fact, between 1987 and 2007 the birth rate fell to half its former level and 

in the same period the rate of people cohabiting but not married increased by a factor of 

four in the 15 to 49 age bracket. The number of children born outside marriage has 

doubled and today they account for 60% of total annual births. Furthermore, the age at 

which people form consensual unions has risen. Lastly, since the early years of the 21st 

century, total fertility rate has fallen below the replacement level (Cabella, 2009; 

Filgueira & Peri, 2004; Paredes, 2003; Filgueira & Kaztman, 2001; Filgueira, 1996).  

All the international evidence shows that divorce has negative economic 

consequence, mainly for the women and children involved (Bartfeld 2000; Bartfeld & 

Meyer, 2003). In Uruguay, one aspect of particular importance is the economic 

vulnerability of the children and the increasing infant poverty (De Armas 2006; PNUD 

2005). Although there are no measurements that evaluate the effect that changes in the 

family have had in terms of increased infant poverty, it is reasonable to suppose that 

family instability tends to exacerbate the disadvantages of poor families, and these are 

the families where most of the child and adolescent population are concentrated. 

In spite of the fact that the divorce rate is high, there are few sources of 

information on which a study of its consequences for the various members of the family 

can be based. Information available about the custody of children and adolescents, the 

visits regime and the fulfillment of financial obligations is also very limited. In 2001, it 

was conducted a survey in Montevideo that gathered various data about the relations 

between children and their fathers after a divorce or relationship breakup.
2
 According to 

this survey (ESF 2001), some 58% of the fathers in couples that had separated did not 

make any economic contribution to the household where their ex-partner and children 

were living, and 32% lost contact with their children (Bucheli, 2003). The analysis 

showed that the lower the educational level of non resident fathers, the more precarious 

their insertion into the labor market, and the greater degree of conflict between the two 

members of the broken relationship, the lower the probability that the father would 

transfer money in child support for his children (Bucheli & Cabella 2005, Bucheli, 

2003). On the other hand, the duration of the relationship (whether legally married or 

unmarried but cohabiting) was positively related to the probability of a transfer after 

breakdown. Lastly, the study by Bucheli (2003) showed that the fathers who made the 

                                                 
2
 The survey covered 1800 women resident in Montevideo (the country’s capital) and its greater 

metropolitan area. Bear in mind that around 50% of the population of the country live in this area.  The 

total population country at census 2004 was around 3.301.000 persons. 
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most financial transfers were also those who maintained the most contact with their 

children.  

 

2.2 Legislation on child support and visits between children and non resident 

parents 

In Uruguay, the child support scheme is governed exclusively by the judicial 

system. If couples were married, a condition for obtaining a divorce is that they must 

make an economic and child visit regime agreement, and this must be legally confirmed 

by a judge. If the couples do not reach an agreement, the points of dispute are resolved 

by the judicial system. If the couples are not married and are unable to reach an extra-

legal agreement, either of them may have recourse to the court to solicit a child support 

order to oblige their former partner to fulfill transfer and visit regime requirements. In 

all cases, non-fulfillment of the conditions that have been set (whether by agreement or 

by court decision) constitutes grounds for legal action.  

The law states that parents must maintain their children financially up to the age 

of 21, and it also lays down the legal measures that can be applied if child support 

payments are evaded. Evasion is a legal offence, and a parent who does not fulfill his or 

her transfer obligations may be liable to sanctions that involve prison and/or the 

confiscation of assets or goods. The main instrument used to enforce this law is the 

legal withholding of a portion of the parent’s income at source. Once the non resident 

parent’s income is determined, the judge can order part of it to be handed over to the 

guardian parent. 

However, the law does not establish any fixed formula to determine the 

monetary amount of child support. Judges analyze each case on its own merits, and in 

practice they follow criteria established in jurisprudence that take account of the age of 

the minors, the number of children for whom child support should be paid, and whether 

there are any special needs involved (for example, disability). The child support 

payment for one child is usually set at 20% of the father’s confirmed income, and 5% is 

added for each additional child up to a ceiling of 35-40% of his total income (Varela de 

Motta, 1998).  

The diffusion of data on evasion gave rise to a certain amount of public debate 

about the prevailing legislation governing child support. Parliament recently passed a 
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measure to set up a “register of child support debtors”. This law imposes restrictions on 

a series of financial transactions, and these are applied to people who figure on the child 

support debtors list.  

While this new law was a step forward and gave greater visibility to an area that 

receives little attention on public policy agendas, it did not tackle the main problems 

involved in the legal enforcement of child support payments. According to a survey of 

various actors in the legal system, there is a general consensus that the main problems 

with legal enforcement centre on the difficulty of determining what the father’s real 

income is and on making him fulfill his obligations. Both these problems are closely 

connected to the father’s work situation. If the father is not in the formal employment 

market or is self-employed, the legal system finds it very difficult to estimate his 

income, and besides, it cannot implement wage withholdings (Bucheli & Cabella, 

2005). The actors in the legal system consider that the legal instruments available are 

adequate, but there is no denying that only in very few cases are the sanctions laid down 

in the law actually applied. For example, even though there is provision in the law for 

the father to be sent to prison, this almost never occurs in practice.   

There is also a general consensus that the legal system has little power to enforce 

agreements about visits between non resident parents and their children. The right of 

children and adolescents to have contact with their parents is established in the 

Childhood and Adolescence Code and by Uruguay’s subscription to the international 

Convention on the Rights of the Child. However, the actors in the legal system 

acknowledge that agreements about visits are very difficult to enforce if the ex-partners 

in the defunct couple are unwilling (Bucheli & Cabella, 2005).  

There is also a consensus that the legal framework governing this area has not 

been adjusted to cater to changes in the family insofar as it does not take account of the 

fact that an increasing proportion of fathers participate more actively in rearing their 

children and demand a greater role when they cease to live with them. For example, 

even though very few fathers seek custody of their children, quite often the 

arrangements for visits do not come up to the father’s expectations. On this point the 

legal actors acknowledge that the law is very mother-centered and there is a general 

feeling that the legislation covering this aspect should be changed to take account of 

situations in which fathers demand more time with their children (Bucheli & Cabella, 

2005). 
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3. Data and method 

The Gender and Generations Survey (EGG, for its acronym in Spanish) was 

carried out in 2004 by an inter-institutional team funded by the United Nations 

Population Fund. It collects information of 6.500 persons aged 15 to 79 residing in 

urban areas of more than 5,000 inhabitants. Some 86% of the population of Uruguay 

live in these areas, so the EGG provides a good description of the situation of the 

country as a whole.  

The sample was selected from the universe of households, and one member of 

the required age was randomly selected from the household. Different interview forms 

were used for individuals over 60 years of age and for those under 60. In this study we 

use information from the under-60 group (Benia et al. 2005). 

In the questionnaire, the under-60s were asked about their personal 

characteristics and the characteristics of their household, and data was gathered about 

their marital history, whether they had children, and about any children under 21 years 

of age whether or not they still lived in the home. This yielded information provided by: 

a) women who after an conjugal union breakup
3
 continued to live with their children 

under 21 whose father was still alive; and b) data about men who after a breakup had 

children under 21 who were living with their mother.  

Hence, we build two samples. One is representative of the information supplied 

by women and the other of data provided by men. The former is a sample of 551 

mothers (896 children) and the latter is one of 176 fathers (288 children). Note that the 

women and men supplying the information were not the mothers and fathers of the 

same children.  

The EGG collects information about whether the father makes the required 

maintenance support payments and about how frequently he has contact with his 

children after the breakup. In both samples the questionnaire reveals whether, in the 

year before the interview, the father handed over money in the form of cash to cover the 

cost of supporting the child. In addition, also for both samples, it reveals how frequently 

the father and child saw each other in the year prior to the interview: more than once per 

week, once a week, every fortnight, once a month, less than once a month or never.  

                                                 
3
 By “conjugal unions” we mean both marriages and cohabiting unions. 
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With these data we build up two variables. The variable YT takes the value 1 

when the father made some cash payment in the year prior to the interview, and 0 (zero) 

otherwise. The variable YC takes the value 1 when the father and child saw each other at 

least once a fortnight during the previous year, and 0 otherwise.  

The probability of observing each of these two binary variables can in principle 

be described through two probability models: P (YT = 1) = xT´βT + εT  and  P (YC = 1) = 

xC´βC + εC   

However, the results obtained by Bucheli (2003) suggest that the pair (YT,YC) is 

the result of two joint non-independent decisions. Therefore we make an estimation that 

allows the residuals of the two decision models to be correlated. We specify for the 

vector (εiT, εiC) a bivariate normal distribution (0, 0, 1, 1, ρ). Thus we estimate the joint 

probability through a bivariate probit model: 

 

P (YT = 1 , YC = 1| X) = Φ (xT´βT, xC´βC, ρ) 

 

where Φ is the normal bivariate distribution function with parameters (0, 0, 1, 1, ρ) and 

X is a vector of common explanatory variables for the two decisions. In this model, the 

correlation coefficient is studied through a null hypothesis test on the correlation 

coefficient (Ho: ρ = 0). On rejecting this hypothesis, the estimation using the bivariate 

probit model is more efficient than the results obtained from the two probit models 

separately.  

Note that the variable YT takes equal values for the children of the same father 

and mother ande YC has a high correlation between siblings. Therefore, for the 

estimation, we work with an observation by nuclear family and we use the weight of the 

interviewee. We assign the value 1 to Yc when it takes at least this value for one of the 

children of the nucleus.   

The vector X contains a group of variables for which there is data for both 

fathers and mothers. Two of them allow us to characterize the separated couple: whether 

they had been married, and the time that passed since their breakup. Also regardless of 

who provided the data, we have information about some characteristics of the father: his 

years of schooling and whether he is in a new relationship at the time of the interview. 

Lastly, we include data on whether the mother is in a new relationship.   
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In addition, the vector X includes variables that characterize only the person 

interviewed. First, their situation as regards religion is captured by a variable that takes 

the value 1 when the interviewee attended religious services at least once per month, 

and 0 (zero) otherwise.  

Second, we build up a deprivation index based on a list of goods and access to 

services. This information enabled us to construct a variable that takes the value 1 when 

the household is deprived of some condition, and 0 otherwise. The level of deprivation 

in the interviewee’s household is calculated as the weighted sum of these variables. The 

weighting we utilize reflects the effect that the higher the percentage of people who 

have a specific good, the greater the sense of deprivation among those that do not have 

it. The index is standardized in such a way that the value 0 is assigned when none of the 

conditions that affect the levels of deprivation are present (the individual has all the 

goods considered). At the other extreme, when all the conditions of deprivation are 

present (the individual lacks all the goods considered) the value 1 is assigned. The 

conditions we use to indicate deprivation are as follows: a suitable means for heating 

the home, unshared bathroom facilities, connection to sanitation, unshared kitchen 

facilities, television, automobile, freezer, international credit card, domestic service. 

We also analyze the frequency of contact between father and child on the basis 

of the six alternative responses in the questionnaire, utilizing the children as the unit of 

analysis. Again, we work with the mothers’ and fathers’ responses separately.  

We work with an ordinal variable V that takes six values ordered from the 

lowest frequency (when the father and child did not see each other in the year prior to 

the interview) to the greatest (when they saw each other more than once a week). Thus, 

we consider that the latent variable V originates from a latent variable V* that enables 

us to divide V into six ordinal categories. For each child i :  

 

Vi = m  if τ m -1 ≤ V* < τ m    for m=1,…, 6 

 

Using the ordered probit model in which the distribution function of the 

residuals is normal with a variance of 1, we estimate:  

 

P (V=m | X) =   Φ(τ m  -  X´βV) - Φ(τ m-1  -  X´βV) 
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The vector of explanatory variables includes those mentioned above in our 

previous estimation, plus two characteristics of the children, namely their age and sex. 

Lastly, we analyze another question which captured the payment of child 

support. Specifically, the EGG asks mothers what proportion of the payment they 

received in the month before the interview. The degree to which the father fulfilled his 

financial obligation is classified as follows: the father did not pay child support, he paid 

less than half, half, more than half, or the whole amount. Based on the responses, we 

estimate an ordered probit model in which the dependent variable takes its lowest value 

when the father does not fulfill his obligation and the highest when he pays in full. 

 

4. Results 

4.1. Data description 

In table 1 we present information about the frequency of transfers (YT) and contact 

(YC) in the year before the interview.  

The information is markedly different depending on whether it was provided by the 

father or the mother. Some 70% of the fathers declared that they had made a money 

payment in the previous year, but only 44% of the women stated they have received a 

transfer in this period. Moreover, only 38% of the women acknowledged receiving a 

transfer in the month before the interview; this was made up of 11% who were paid part 

of the stipulated sum and the other 27% who were paid in full.  

Similarly, the fathers claimed they had contact with their children more frequently 

than what was stated by the mothers. According to the men, some 72% of children saw 

their fathers at least once a fortnight and only 11% did not see them at all during the 

year, but according to the women’s responses these figures are 46% and 37% 

respectively.  



10 

 

 

 

Table 1. Payment of child support and frequency of contact.  
Average values in the two samples. 

 Mothers information Fathers information 

 Nucleus Children Nucleus Children 

Alimony     

Some payment in previous year (YT) 0.440 0.462 0.698 0.719 

Proportion previous month     

Zero 0.617 0.593   

Less than a half 0.053 0.049   

Half 0.037 0.038   

More than a half 0.026 0.031   

All 0.267 0.290   

Contact      

Contact in previous year (YC) 0.466 0.457 0.718 0.678 

Frequency of visits     

Never  0.374  0.113 

Less than once a month  0.089  0.070 

Once a month  0.079  0.139 

Every fortnight  0.085  0.040 

Once a week  0.081  0.154 

More than once a week  0.291  0.484 

Source: author’s preparation based on Gender and Generations Survey, Uruguay, 2004 

 

 

In principle one would not expect that the differences in the responses would 

stem from differences between the samples. In any case, it is worth analyzing the extent 

to which the composition of the samples differ in terms of variables that are potentially 

relevant in the explanation of YT and YC. Columns A and B of table 2 show the average 

values of some variables, and if the variable is present in both samples the level of 

signification of the mean differences is indicated.  

The samples differ in two characteristics. First, the mothers report a higher 

proportion of fathers in a relationship. Second, the distribution of the occupations of 

fathers (public employee, private employee, self-employed, unemployed
4
) differs 

between the samples. The mothers declare that 21% of their ex-partners work in the 

public sector whereas only 10% of the fathers say they work in that sector. There is also 

a discrepancy between the two samples’ declarations as regards the father being self-

employed (23% of the women state this was the case as against 37% of the men). This 

difference in the declarations suggests that not all the mothers know what their ex-

                                                 
4
 The unemployed frequently do occasional jobs of very short duration (odd jobs). Fathers who were in 

this kind of employment were included in the ‘unemployed’ category.   
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partner’s real work situation is. The estimation of frequency in the two samples is based 

on valid data, but there is a “don’t know” response. In the mothers sample 15% give this 

response and in the fathers sample 2% do so.   

Table 2 also shows the average values of YT and YC for groups of distinct 

characteristics, and the level of signification of the mean differences between the 

groups.  

The mothers and fathers agree that contact is less frequent when the father has a 

new partner. The responses of fathers and mothers also agree that child support is paid 

more frequently when the father has a higher educational level.  

But women and men do not agree about some other characteristics. Only the 

mothers suggest that the behavior of the father is different when the mother is in a new 

relationship: they report that both child support payments and contact are less frequent 

if this is the case. On the other hand, only the fathers register differences in behavior 

that can be traced to the characteristics of the broken relationship: child support 

payment is more frequent when the couple had been married, and the less time that had 

passed since the breakup the more frequent visits are.  

The last characteristic for which information is available for the two samples and 

that appears in table 2 is the father’s work situation. Note that the reference period for 

child support payments is the year before the interview but the labor question refers to 

the man’s situation at the time the interview took place. It could be argued that this 

limiting factor is moderated because we are dealing with labor categories that are 

relatively structural in the life of the person. We would even expect that the unemployed 

category, which would be of a more transitory nature, captures a phenomenon of 

vulnerability in the labor market. 

The ordering of the categories of the average value of YT declared by the 

mothers is what was to be expected. A father fulfills his obligations more when he is 

employed in the public sector. In this sector, the corresponding wage withholdings at 

source is unavoidable. This category is followed by employment in the private sector, 

and then self-employment. In these cases evasion is easier. Additionally, it is more 

difficult for the mother to know what her ex-partner’s income is, so she can misjudge 

the percentage the father has to pay. In spite of this ordering, the differences are not 

statistically significant at the usual levels. However, a significantly lower average value 

is obtained when the father is unemployed.   
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This general pattern is not found in the information from the fathers. On the 

contrary, what emerges is that the self-employed show a higher proportion of fathers 

who saw their children in the last year. This outcome could be related to the fact that 

this kind of employment involves more flexible work timetables.  

Lastly, there are characteristics that only characterize the interviewee. These 

were religion and the availability of assets in the home.   

The fathers register a higher YT value when they are more committed to religion. 

The more religious mothers also register higher YT values, which could be due to their 

ex-partners being more religious (and therefore, in accordance with the result obtained 

from the sample of fathers, these men are more likely to pay child support). According 

the information from the fathers’ sample, a commitment to religion is also associated 

with a father having more frequent contact with his children.  

Lastly, fathers in more deprived households obtain a lower YT value, and there 

are no significant differences in YC. On the other hand, the average values of child 

support payment and contact do not seem to be connected to the level of deprivation in 

the mother’s household.  
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Table 2. Characteristics of the two samples: average value of variables and average value of YT 
and YC for the groups.  

 Average value Mothers information Fathers information 

 Information from:  Average value of Average value of  

 Mother Father  YT  YC  YT  YC  

 (A) (B)  (C)  (D)  (E)  (F)  

Mother: with partner (Yes=1) 0.399 0.388          

No    0.514 *** 0.528 *** 0.679  0.824  

Yes    0.330  0.369  0.759  0.675  

Mother: religion (Yes=1) 0.439           

No    0.393 ** 0.474      

Yes    0.501  0.455      

Mother: deprivation 0.311           

Index ≤ average    0.450  0.500      

Index > average    0.431  0.433      

Father: education  8.419 8.742          

Less than 9 years    0.416 ** 0.471  0.610 * 0.678  

9 years or more    0.569  0.520  0.761  0.737  

Father: with partner (Yes=1) 0.662 0.528 **         

No    0.474  0.725 *** 0.717  0.826 ** 

Yes    0.503  0.434  0.676  0.607  

Father: religion (Yes=1)  0.239          

No        0.638 *** 0.710 * 

Yes        0.873  0.717  

Father: deprivation  0.289          

Index ≤ average        0.795 ** 0.766  

Index > average        0.582  0.651  

Father: occupation a/            

Public employee 0.215 0.099 *** 0.628  0.582  0.791  0.353 * 

Private employee 0.364 0.362 * 0.567  0.522  0.629  0.642  

Self employed 0.235 0.374 *** 0.451  0.561  0.793  0.847 ** 

Unemployed / odd jobs 0.186 0.165  0.213 *** 0.445  0.530  0.760  

Couple: married (Yes=1) 0.521 0.576          

No    0.395  0.424  0.587 * 0.695  

Yes    0.491  0.517  0.757  0.676  

Couple: years since breakup 7.145 6.380          

Less than 6 years    0.511  0.544  0.630  0.767  

6 years or more    0.414  0.428  0.744  0.568 * 

Note: All calculations were made with valid values. 
a/ the test of measurements was made in relation to public employment. 
Source: author’s preparation based on Gender and Generations Survey, Uruguay, 2004 

 

 

4.2. Child support and contact: joint estimation 

Table 3 shows the outcomes of the bivariate probit model estimation. For both 

samples the sign and the level of the statistical significance of the estimated correlation 

coefficient indicate that alimony and contact are the results of a complementary 

decision.  
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In line with our description in the previous section, the results from both samples 

indicate that when the father has a new partner contact is less frequent, but this situation 

does not affect the payment of child support. Both samples also indicate that the 

probability of child support payment increases with the father’s years of schooling. 

Furthermore, it emerges that, when information from fathers is used, the father’s 

education has a positive effect on the likelihood of contact. 

The results again suggest different perceptions of the effect of the mother having 

a new partner. While this effect is null (in accordance with the usual levels of statistical 

significance) for the fathers, according to the information from the mothers there is less 

probability of child support and contact.  

As regards the characteristics of the relationship, no effect of the legal status of 

the union (whether the couple were legally married or cohabiting but unmarried) 

emerges. According the information from the fathers, the time lapse since the breakup 

had a negative impact on contact with children.  

Lastly, the probability of child support payment is greater when the father has a 

religious commitment, and also greater the less deprived the household is. 
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Table 3. Results of the bivariate probit model estimation. 

 Mothers information Fathers information 

VARIABLES YT YC YT YC 

Mother: partner (Yes=1) 
-0.437*** -0.301* 0.317 -0.189 

(0.165) (0.174) (0.328) (0.345) 

Mother: religion (Yes=1) 
0.165 -0.010   

(0.157) (0.163)   

Mother: deprivation index 
-0.254 -0.417   

(0.443) (0.431)   

Father: years of education 
0.041* 0.016 0.068** 0.059* 

(0.022) (0.024) (0.030) (0.035) 

Father: partner (Yes=1) 
0.242 -0.641*** -0.420 -0.645** 

(0.174) (0.180) (0.292) (0.280) 

Father: religion (Yes=1)  
 0.691** -0.087 

 (0.287) (0.317) 

Father: deprivation index  
 -1.279* -0.751 

 (0.691) (0.887) 

Couple: married (Yes=1) 
0.089 0.064 0.322 -0.203 

(0.185) (0.195) (0.297) (0.317) 

Couple: years since 
breakup (log) 

-0.068 -0.120 0.048 -0.281* 

(0.104) (0.099) (0.153) (0.160) 

Constant -0.214 0.870** -0.030 1.307** 

 (0.393) (0.351) (0.484) (0.624) 

Athrho 0.565***  0.464**  

 (0.104)  (0.190)  

Observations 529 529 160 160 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 

4.3.  Maintenance: total payment, partial, or non-payment 

As mentioned in section 3 above, in the EGG the mothers were asked what 

proportion of the set child support they had been paid in the month before the 

interviews, and there were five possible responses. With this information we estimated 

an ordered probit model with a dependent variable that took five values. Based on the 

results this yielded, we made a new estimation in which we put the categories of the 

dependent variable into three groups. The lowest value corresponds to when the father 

did not make any payment, and the highest is for when the father paid in full. Cases in 

which payment was partial were given the intermediate value.     

Table 4 shows the estimated coefficients for the two specifications. In both, one 

group of results confirms the same conclusions as those of the estimation in section 4.2. 

The fulfillment of financial obligation is greater when the mother does not have a new 

partner, and also when the father has a higher educational level. On the other hand, the 
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mother’s religiosity, her level of deprivation and the characteristics of the defunct 

relationship do not have an effect.  

In these estimations we also include two variables that characterize the couple’s 

children: how many there are and the proportion that are male. The former does not 

have an effect, but the parameter of the latter indicates that the higher the proportion of 

male children the greater the probability that the father will fulfill his obligations.     

Unlike the estimation in column A, in column B we also include explanatory 

variables as regards the father’ work situation. This reduces the impact of his 

educational level. We are aware that in this specification we have an endogeneity 

problem because the father might opt for an occupation that facilitates his evading his 

child support obligations. In any case, these results have some interesting aspects. 

The fulfillment of financial obligations is less among the self-employed than 

among employed workers, and this in consistent with the fact that only the latter are 

liable to legally enforced wage withholdings. It may be that wage withholdings or the 

threat of legal enforcement function as a tool to promote fulfillment. However, there are 

two aspects that make this notion relative. First, if it is true that fathers frequently opt 

for self-employment in order to evade child support, the result obtained does not allow 

us to draw conclusions about the legal threat. Second, as the amount of the court 

ordered child support is set as a proportion of the father’s income, the precision of the 

information about the father’s income that the mother has affects her response. 

Remember that this information is less precise when the father is self-employed. If 

mothers overestimate their ex-partners’ income they will have the perception that the 

level of child support paid is below what was ordered. 

Lastly, fathers who are unemployed show a lower level of obligation fulfillment. 

This is easily explained by their lack of income to be able to pay child support. It is 

possible that some fathers claim they do not have work to justify not fulfilling their 

obligations.     
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Table 4. Results of the estimation. Ordered probit model: three 
categories of dependent variable. 

VARIABLES (A) (B) 

Number of children  
0.075 0.092 

(0.073) (0.077) 

Proportion of male children 
0.380** 0.347** 

(0.166) (0.171) 

Mother: with partner (Yes=1) 
-0.490*** -0.495*** 

(0.177) (0.180) 

Mother: religion (Yes=1) 
0.153 0.155 

(0.153) (0.163) 

Mother: deprivation index 
-0.013 0.222 

(0.420) (0.431) 

Father: years of education 
0.066*** 0.043* 

(0.022) (0.023) 

Father: with partner (Yes=1) 
0.020 -0.156 

(0.164) (0.172) 

Father: private employee  
-0.302 

(0.197) 

Father: self-employed  
-0.426** 

(0.215) 

Father: unemployed  
-1.635*** 

(0.236) 

Couple: married (Yes=1) 
0.132 0.139 

(0.195) (0.204) 

Couple: years since breakup (log) 
-0.036 -0.017 

(0.105) (0.110) 

Observations 503 503 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 

 

 

4.4. Contact between fathers and children: frequency of visits 

As mentioned in section 3 above, the EGG inquires into the frequency with 

which fathers and children saw each other in the year before the interview, and there 

were six possible responses: never, less than once per month, once a month, once a 

fortnight, once a week, and more than once a week. We use these responses as a basis 

for estimating an ordered probit model in which the observations correspond to the 

children. The results are shown in table 5. We fit two specifications for each sample: in 

one we do not include the father’s labor situation (columns A and C) and in the other we 

do include it (columns B and D).  

The estimations in columns A and C show some of the patterns that have been 

mentioned above. The frequency of contact between fathers and children increases with 

the father’s educational level, and is less when the father has a new partner. The 
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parameter for the mother having a new partner is negative, but this estimation is 

statistically significant only when the information from the fathers is used.    

As the observations in this estimation are those for the children, we introduce 

two children’s characteristics: their age and their sex. The latter variable does not turn 

out to have a statistically significant effect. In the case of the fathers’ information, 

contacts decrease with age.   

Lastly, the results from including the fathers’ labor situation indicate that, when 

the fathers’ information is used, self-employment is associated with more frequent 

contact.  

 

Table 5. Estimation results. Ordered probit model: six categories of the 
dependent variable. 

 Mothers information Fathers information 

VARIABLES (A) (B) (C) (D) 

Child: age 
0.006 0.003 -0.045** -0.047*** 

(0.014) (0.014) (0.018) (0.017) 

Child: sex (male=1) 
0.145 0.114 -0.110 -0.089 

(0.108) (0.107) (0.168) (0.152) 

Mother: with partner 
(Yes=1) 

-0.168 -0.185 -0.454* -0.622** 

(0.152) (0.152) (0.271) (0.283) 

Mother: religion (Yes=1) 
-0.022 0.019   

(0.139) (0.141)   

Mother: deprivation index 
-0.835** -0.619   

(0.395) (0.406)   

Father: years of education 
0.034* 0.025 0.078** 0.058* 

(0.019) (0.019) (0.031) (0.033) 

Father: with partner 
(Yes=1) 

-0.600*** -0.627*** -0.430* -0.264 

(0.151) (0.150) (0.235) (0.242) 

Father: private employee  
 

-0.144  0.269 

(0.203)  (0.345) 

Father: self-employed  
 

0.004  1.004*** 

(0.204)  (0.291) 

Father: unemployed 
 

-0.339  0.526 

(0.230)  (0.381) 

Father: religion (Yes=1)  
 

 0.282 0.375* 

 (0.238) (0.220) 

Father: deprivation index  
 

 -0.807 -0.786 

 (0.681) (0.675) 

Couple: married (Yes=1) 
-0.054 -0.016 -0.167 -0.042 

(0.173) (0.178) (0.273) (0.283) 

Couple: years since 
breakup (log) 

-0.261** -0.178 -0.018 -0.112 

(0.108) (0.109) (0.161) (0.167) 

Observations 867 867 268 268 

*** p<0.01, ** p<0.05, * p<0.1 
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5. Discussion and conclusions 

Since the 1970s the increase in divorce and relationship breakups in Uruguay 

has accelerated. Today the divorce rate is over 35%, which is very high compared the 

other countries in South America. In this context, Uruguay is the only country in the 

continent that has survey data on child support payment rates and contact with children 

after divorce 

It is interesting to note that Uruguay is one of the few examples of a developing 

country in which the child support and contact after the relationship breakups can be 

analyzed. The survey we use provides women and men information about child support 

payment rates and parental contact with children after a relationship breakup. These 

data are unpaired, but still the inclusion of men enabled us to determine the level of 

discrepancy between mothers’ and fathers’ declarations, and analyze the variables 

associated with each sex’s responses.  

Our results show that fathers and mothers have differing perceptions as to how 

much child support is paid and how frequent contacts are between non resident parents 

and their children after a relationship breakup. The proportion of fathers who transfer 

money to their children after the breakup is lower according to the mothers’ responses 

than according to the fathers’. A similar result emerges as regards posdivorce contact: 

the fathers claim they have contact with their children more frequently than what the 

mothers report.  

The discrepancies between the declarations fathers and mothers make about 

these aspects of their children’s lives have been described in various studies (Mikelson, 

2008; Schaeffer et al. 1998; Smock, P. & Manning, 1997). In the interpretations of these 

discrepancies different sources are considered. Some studies focus on methodological 

problems, particularly the characteristics of the non resident fathers who take part in 

surveys and those that do not. This aspect can causes biases in the men’s’ responses, 

and it is particularly important in studies that utilize unmatched parental pairs, as is the 

case of the data we use in this study.  

It has been argued that another possible source of discrepancy is “self-

enhancement”, in other words people’s tendency to report that they give more than they 

receive (Mandemakers & Dykstra (2008). These authors also suggest other possible 

sources of the discrepancies between the declarations, namely that mothers may be 

dissatisfied with the level of support they receive, and people may differ as regards whet 

they think family obligations should entail. Another possibility is that the father may 



20 

 

make transfers directly to his children, either in money or in kind, without the mother 

being involved in the transaction. This would obviously distort the mother’s evaluation 

of the real level of support the children are receiving to the extent that support is paid in 

this informal way.  

The estimations suggest that the child support payment rate and contact 

frequency are to some extent interconnected. This outcome is consistent with previous 

research in Uruguay (Bucheli, 2003). Some authors maintain that the transfer/contact 

relation is the result of a negotiation in which the mothers control their children’s time 

and the fathers control the transfers, and the more money the father transfers the greater 

his leverage to obtain time with his children (Del Boca & Ribeiro). In a recent study, 

Nepomnyaschy (2007) finds a weak association between contact and formal transfers in 

low income sectors but a strong association in the intensity of contact and informal 

transfers, and also that contact has a greater effect of the probability of transfers than the 

reverse.  

We now present a summary of the main results of our estimations.   

1) Our estimations confirm the results of previous research in that the father’s 

capacity to pay which is captured by the deprivation index, has a positive effect on child 

support. Part of this effect may also be captured by the positive impact of the father’s 

educational level, which emerges in the estimation that distinguishes between partial 

and total fulfillment of obligations in a particular month. On the other hand, deprivation 

does not seem to be associated with loss of contact.  

The positive effect that educational level has on child support and contact 

persists when the deprivation index is controlled for. Even so, it is possible that 

education may also capture the capacity to pay as it is more connected to the flow of 

income (thus deprivation is rather an indicator of wealth). However, we might suppose 

that to the degree that the formation of couples usually follows a homogamic pattern, 

the ex-partner of a better-educated man will also have a higher educational level, which 

would enable her to exert greater pressure to obtain child support payments.  

2) Another characteristic we analyzed is the effect of the mother or father 

repartnering. The mothers’ perception is that if she has a new partner this will have a 

negative impact on his child support payment rate. The fathers do not share this 

perception. It may be that this difference in perceptions is due to the fact that if the 

mother has a new partner, the father may fulfill part of his obligations by making 

transfers directly to the child. Although the legislation establishes that payment should 
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be made to the mother or that the father should take direct responsibility for some costs, 

if the father allocates resources directly to his child through informal channels, or at 

least through channels outside the mother’s control, he might not have the perception 

that he is failing to fulfill his obligations. Another alternative explanation is that the man 

might perceive that the fact that the mother has a new partner means the income level of 

the household where his children live is increased.   

Similarly, the fact that the mother is in a new stable relationship seems to have a 

negative effect on contact between the non resident father and his children, but the 

estimations are less consistent on this point. While mothers would recognize differences 

when there is a total loss of contact, the fathers’ responses seem to indicate that they do 

not stop seeing their children, but they acknowledge they see them less.   

On the other hand, the effect of the father having a new partner seems to be more 

robust: it makes for less frequent contact but does not affect child support payment 

rates. 

3) Some variables may capture aspects related to the orientations of values, but 

these would be patterns that are captured in some estimations but not in others. Thus 

there is a suggestion that fathers who are more religious remain in closer touch with 

their children. The variable that captures practicing a religion includes all religions, but 

in Uruguay the vast majority of people who practice a religion are Catholic, so this 

outcome would suggest above all that Catholic morality leaves a strong impression 

when it comes to fulfilling family obligations.  

4) The results suggest that the longer the time since the breakup the less contact 

there is, although the child support payment rate is not affected. However, this outcome 

probably partly captures the children’s age. In fact, when the individual children data 

are used, the father’s information suggests contact becomes less frequent the older the 

child is.   

5) One last interesting point concerns the role that the legal system plays in 

applying the established child support payment regulations. The estimations have 

problems of endogeneity. However, compliance seems to be higher among dependent 

workers. Thus, we may say that child support schemes and enforcement are basically 

oriented to this sector although in Uruguay self-employment is quite important (22% of 

employed labor force in 2008). 
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