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Article abstract
Since the adoption of the 1991 Child Support Act in Britain, the non-custodial
parent (in nine cases out of ten, the father) is required to contribute to the costs
of raising his children by reason of his biological relationship to them, even if
he has never lived with or been married to the mother. The Act specifies that in
the case of an absent father, the children from the father's first union have
prior claim to such financial support, overriding the claims of the children of
his new partner and even of his subsequent biological children. Moreover, the
responsibility for assessing and collecting maintenance for children has been
taken out of the hands of the courts and assigned to the new Child Support
Agency. After placing the recent legislation in context, the author presents a
study on the attitudes of men and women personally affected by changing
family structures, who show greater willingness than the legislators to take
into account the complexity of the paternal obligations associated with
"cross-household parenting." The study also provides us with a finely shaded
profile of the "absent father," which will hopefully encourage policy makers to
move beyond simplistic notions and incorporate a certain degree of flexibility
into the legislation.
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