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ince the 1960’s, both

divorced and non-mar-

ital child bearing have
become increasingly common.
While divorce rates have stabi-
lized in recent years, non-mar-
ital birth rates are still on the
rise, reaching 37 percent in
2006. As a result, there has
been a three-fold increase in
the proportion of children
growing up in single parent
families since 1960.

The effect of these changes on
the well-being of children has
generated considerable con-
cern. It has also generated a
good deal of social-science
research on which family
structure is best for children.
The research consensus is
that, in general, children do
best on all kinds of measures
when raised by their married,
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biological parents; as long as
the parents have a low-conflict
relationship. Children in these
families achieve higher levels
of education and are less likely
to become teen parents. They
are also less likely to be poor
and to experience health,
behavior, and mental health
problems.!

As a result, government inter-
est in promoting healthy mar-
riage—particularly for couples
with children—has greatly
increased. Since 2002, more
than 300 healthy marriage
programs have been funded by
the federal Administration for
Children and Families, which
is part of the Department of
Health and Human Services
(HHS). Several state and local
governments have also funded
marriage promotion activities.?

Some of the programs focus
on young people who have not
yet had children. These pro-
grams aim to help young men
and women both avoid

becoming parents too soon
and to make good choices
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This policy brief is informed by a “Marriage
Plus” perspective, which has two main goals
centered on the well-being of children:

(1) to help more children grow up in healthy,
married families and (2) when this is not
possible, to help parents—whether
unmarried, separated, divorced, or
remarried—cooperate better in raising their
children.

about their potential partners.
Others focus on couples who
are already married but feel
they need help in making their
marriages stronger and better.



Still others focus on unmar-
ried couples who are experi-
encing the birth of their first
mutual child.

The latter programs ask these
couples to consider marrying
in order to provide the opti-
mum environment for their
children. They also tend to
focus on low-income couples,
a population often referred to
as “fragile families.” How best
to serve these families is a sub-
ject of ongoing research and
debate. One problem is that,
until recently, very little was
known about these couples.
Even less was known about the
best way to meet their needs.
"This is because conventional
marriage programs were
largely developed for white,
middle class couples; adapta-
tions for more diverse popula-
tions were rare.

This is beginning to change.
The federal government has
funded both an African-
American Healthy Marriage
Initiative (AAHMI), and a
Hispanic Healthy Marriage
Initiative (HHMI). It has also
funded programs through the
Administration of Native
Americans. Coupled with the
federal and state healthy mar-
riage programs mentioned
above, these initiatives have
generated and publicized a
number of curricula specifi-
cally addressing the needs of

low-income and minority cou-
ples.* A number of these initia-
tives—like the Building Strong
Families Project—are
designed for couples who have
recently become parents.
Supports and educational
efforts are focused on the par-
ents and their newborn, who
are referred to in this brief as
the “focal mother,” “focal
father,” and “focal child,”
respectively.

One issue that has not been
greatly explored—even in
these newer efforts—is the
effect of multiple partner fer-
tility (MPF) on a fragile fam-
ily’s marital prospects. MPF
occurs when one or both of
the focal child’s parents have
children from other relation-
ships. Recent data suggest that
this is an increasingly common
phenomenon. Anyone who
marries, has children, divorces,
remarries, and has subsequent
children with their new spouse
is part of this trend. So too are
those with children outside
marriage by more than one
partner.?

This brief explains the data,
discusses the implications for
efforts to encourage marriage
in fragile families, and looks at
some of the programmatic and
public policy issues which
should be addressed if these

efforts are to succeed.
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How Common is
Parenting with More
than One Partner?

For the general population,
the data only tell part of the
story. The National Survey of
America’s Families suggests
that about 19 percent of chil-
dren live with a single (non-
cohabiting) mother, 3 percent
live with a single (non-cohab-
iting) father, 3 percent live
with their unmarried biologi-
cal parents, 8 percent live with
a biological parent and a step-
parent, and 3 percent are liv-
ing with a biological parent
and a non-parent cohabitor.
However, this data does not
tell us which of these children

have half-siblings either in or
out of the household.

A more detailed picture of
young, urban households has
been produced as part of the
Fragile Families and Child
Wellbeing Study. This longi-
tudinal study is following a
birth cohort of nearly 5,000
children and their parents ran-
domly selected from 75 hospi-
tals in 20 U.S. cities with a
population of more than
200,000. Within the sample,
there are 3,712 non-marital
children. The typical unmar-
ried mother and father are in
their late twenties. More than
one-third of the unmarried
mothers are Hispanic, 44
percent are non-Hispanic
African-American, and 21 per-
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cent are non-Hispanic white
or of other race or ethnicity.
Forty-three percent of the
mothers and 8 percent of the
fathers receive some form of
public assistance.’

Among the unmarried parents
in the Fragile Families study,
59 percent have children by more
than one partner. This
includes:

m 22 percent in which only
the father has children with

another person.

m 17 percent in which only
the mother has children
with another person.

m 20 percent in which both
parents have children with

other people.

One factor in mzothers partner-
ing with more than one man
is overall fertility. The more
times a mother gives birth,
the more likely it is that she
will have those children with
different partners. Among
mothers with two births, 24
percent have children by mul-
tiple fathers. This number
rises to 48 percent for those
having three children, 47 per-
cent for mothers having four
children, and 72 percent
among those with five or
more births.

Other correlates for having
children with more than one
partner in the Fragile Families

study include race/ethnicity,
age at which the mother first
gave birth, and father’s incar-
ceration history. Black non-
Hispanic mothers and fathers
are much more likely to have
children from more than one
partner than parents of other
racial/ethnic groups. Mothers
who had their first child at a
young age are much more
likely than others to have sev-
eral partners. (Corresponding
data are not available for
fathers.) Fathers who have
been incarcerated are twice as
likely as fathers who have not
been incarcerated to have
children by more than one
partner.

A recent Wisconsin study
finds similar high rates of mul-
tiple partnering in a low-
income population.” This
study uses administrative data
in child support cases for cus-
todial mothers receiving pub-
lic assistance in Wisconsin.
Thus, the population studied
is low-income and includes
both urban and non-urban
tamilies. Analysis of this data
suggests that having children
by several partners is quite
common for both mothers and
fathers. At least 30 percent of
custodial mothers had children
with more than one partner, as
did 46 percent of non-custo-
dial fathers. When both par-
ents of a given child are
considered, at least 50 percent

of mothers and 74 percent of
fathers either have children
with more than one partner or
have been involved with some-
one who has children with
another partner.®

Other new studies also con-
firm the high rates of multiple
partnering in low-income pop-
ulations.? Thus, it seems that
any program focused on
unmarried parents of a new-
born will have a large number
of participants who have chil-
dren with another person.

How Could Multiple
Partnering Affect Marital
Decisions?

There are a number of barri-
ers to marriage in fragile fami-
lies. Economics is a major
factor: couples want sufficient
financial security, assets, and
money for a wedding before
they marry. Concern about
relationship quality and issues
like faithfulness also play a
major role.!? A history of mul-
tiple partnering could also
affect marital decisions.
Mothers may be concerned
about the effect a marriage will
have on the well-being of their
pre-existing children.
Especially if they believe their
pre-existing children will be
negatively affected, their
receptivity to healthy
marriage programs could be
compromised.



New mothers with children by
previous partners also have
both financial and emotional
obligations to their pre-exist-
ing children. These obliga-
tions can make them less
desirable as marriage partners
to the father of the focal child.
This is especially so if the
mother’s prior partners are
making neither emotional nor
financial contributions to the
support of their biological
children.

Similarly, fathers of focal chil-
dren might be concerned
about the effect of a marriage
on the well-being of their pre-
existing children. Even if these
children are not part of his
current household, a father
might be concerned about his
prior children’s relationship
with his new partner. He might
also be concerned that his old
partner(s) and new partner will
have different parenting styles
and attitudes which could
affect the children.!

Moreover, fathers with chil-
dren from previous relation-
ships have financial and
emotional obligations to those
children. To the extent that
they meet those obligations,
there is less financial support
and emotional energy left for
the new mother and their
mutual child. If these obliga-
tions are not being met, the
new mother may feel that the

father has not proven his relia-
bility and sense of responsibil-
ity toward his children. In
either case, he is a less desir-
able prospect for marriage.

Child and Couple Wellbeing

From the focal mothers’
perspective. As noted above,
the social-science literature
supports the notion that the
focal child will benefit if
his/her biological parents
enter a healthy marriage.
What about the mother’s pre-
existing children: would they
also benefit? If she believes
they would, a mother might be
more inclined to consider
marriage. If she believes there
might be some harm to her
other children, a mother
might hesitate to marry.

If she marries him, the father
of the focal child will become
a step-parent to her pre-exist-
ing children. Social-science
research generally finds that
children in step-parent fami-
lies do not do as well as chil-
dren in married, biological
parent families. However, the
children are no worse off than
children raised in single parent
homes.!? Thus, versus their
current situation, the children
will likely not be worse-off if
their mother marries the
father of the focal child.

Moreover, the literature on
step-families is largely based
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on middle- or upper-income
divorced couples, not low-
income step-families or
minority families. Those stud-
ies that do exist suggest that
the results might be different
for children in these families.
For example, one study has
found that African-American
girls with a step-father present
have lower incidence of sexual
activity and teen pregnancy
than those raised by single

mothers.!?

Conversely, one could look at
the situation if the new parents
do not marry but live together:
the focal child’s father would
become a social father to the
mother’s pre-existing children.
The literature suggests that
there is actually potential harm
to the pre-existing children in
this instance. One factor is
that cohabiting relationships
tend to be unstable, and insta-
bility is not good for children.
In this context, marriage
might be seen as a good thing
for the pre-existing children
(as well as the focal child).
This is especially true if the
social father and the mother’s
pre-existing children have a
good relationship and this
relationship does not disrupt
any ongoing contact between
the child and his/her biologi-
cal father.

Data from the Fragile Families
study suggest that involvement
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by low-income resident social
tathers is quite high.!* One
possible explanation for this is
that the pre-existing children
in the study were young when
the social father became part
of their lives. It is simply easier
to bond with a young child
than one who is older (espe-
cially an adolescent). Another
possible explanation is that
mothers who have a child with
a new partner make better
choices: they partner with men
who have more human capital
and fewer problems than the
biological fathers of their pre-
vious children. They may even
choose men who are particu-
larly good with children. !
Whatever the reason, the
result is as beneficial for chil-
dren as involvement by resi-
dent biological fathers. High
social father involvement is
associated with fewer behav-
ioral problems and better
overall health of mothers’ pre-
existing children in the Fragile
Families study.'¢

Moreover, the Fragile Families
data suggest that frequent con-
tact with the child’s non-resi-
dent biological father does not
diminish the positive effect of
social father involvement. The
simple fact is that children
with social fathers see very lit-
tle of their biological fathers:
less than one-fifth have daily
or even weekly contact. Even
when there is regular contact

with the biological father,
social father involvement is a

plus for the child.

It is inappropriate to draw
conclusions based on just one
study. However, the Fragile
Families data does suggest
that, on the whole, social
father involvement is positive
for pre-existing children in
low-income households, espe-
cially minority households.
Stabilizing these gains in a
long-term, committed rela-
tionship such as marriage will
likely not harm pre-existing
children and may be quite
beneficial to them. However,
more research is needed in
order to state this as fact.

From the focal fathers’ per-
spective. The effect of multi-
ple partnering on fathers’
pre-existing children is largely
unstudied. It seems logical to
assume that the more children
a man is involved with, the less
attention he will be able to
give to each child. Particularly,
the children with whom he is
not living might get less atten-
tion and child support.'’
However, this is a problem
whether the father cohabits
with the mother of his latest
child (and her pre-existing
children if she has any) or
marries her. It is the presence
of multiple children and their
needs that is likely to cause
strain for the pre-existing chil-

dren, not the legal relationship
of the new couple. In any case,
this is an issue which also war-
rants further study.

From the couples’ perspec-
tive. Multiple partnering
could also affect a couple’s
well-being. The existence of
multiple obligations to chil-
dren in different households
could affect the quality of the
relationship of the parents of
the focal child. A paper based
on data from the Fragile
Families study documents this.
This analysis finds that having
more than one partner is nega-
tively linked to both the qual-
ity of the relationship between
the parents of the focal child
and their ability to co-parent
effectively. Fathers’ multiple
partner fertility is particularly
deleterious, undermining his
investment in his current part-
ner and their mutual child as
well as his investment in pre-
existing children. Mothers’
multiple partner fertility does
not have as strong an effect
and sometimes works in a pos-
itive direction, particularly if
her pre-existing children are in
the household of the focal
child. This may be because—
in contrast to her former part-
ner—the new partner behaves
more responsibly toward all
the children in the household.
It may also be the result of
selection: as noted above,
mothers may choose more



child-centered men as their
subsequent partners and this
choice adds to the quality of
the new relationship and the
ability to co-parent.

Paternity Establishment

Paternity establishment is both
an issue of child well-being
and the precursor to financial
ties to a child. Except when
domestic violence, incest, or
rape is an issue, it is usually a
benefit to a child to have his or
her paternity established. In
addition to paternal ties, pater-
nity establishment brings with
it kinship networks, knowl-
edge of family health history,
and access to benefits such as
social security survivors insur-
ance. It may also provide a
child with access to the non-
resident parent’s health care
coverage.'® If a mother with
children by more than one
partner establishes paternity
for all of her children, they
could receive these financial
and non-financial benefits,
easing the strain on her cur-
rent household. If a father
with children by more than
one mother establishes pater-
nity for all his children, he will
have obligations to those chil-
dren which could strain his
current household.

In the past, paternity establish-
ment was a highly technical
legal proceeding. Today, while

court cases can still be

brought, the majority of pater-
nities are established early on
through the voluntary
acknowledgment process.
Forms may be signed either in
the hospital at the time of the
child’s birth or at the county or
state birth records agency for
other children. In some states,
the acknowledgments can also
be done at health clinics, Head
Start programs, and other
agencies serving the public.

Parents have likely used this
process to establish paternity
of the focal child. If they have
not yet done so, the Healthy
Marriage program may assist
them with this process.
Indeed, establishing paternity
of the focal child may well be a
condition of participation in a
given program. What about
the couple’s pre-existing chil-
dren? Should mothers be
urged to establish paternity of
the biological fathers of their
other children? Should fathers
be urged to establish their
paternity of any children they
know are theirs and whose
fatherhood has not been
acknowledged?

From the focal mothers’
perspective. While in-
hospital paternity establish-
ment programs and the
voluntary acknowledgement
process have greatly increased
the number of children whose
paternity has been established,
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there are still a significant
number of low-income chil-
dren for whom paternity is an
issue.'” Thus, a mother with
children by more than one
partner may have established
paternity for all or just some of
her pre-existing children. In
some cases, her prior partner
will have wanted to acknowl-
edge his fatherhood and par-
ticipate in the raising of his
child. In some cases, he may
be a reluctant parent, having
been brought into the picture
by the state child support
agency.”’ In other cases, the
tather will have disappeared or
the mother will not have pur-
sued paternity for a variety of
reasons including domestic
violence, incarceration, or a
feeling that the father is likely
to be a bad influence on the
child (e.g., is an addict or
alcoholic).

"To the extent that lack of
paternity establishment is a
proxy for lack of biological
father involvement, her pre-
existing children are largely
fatherless. Her new partner
may be willing to take on the
role of father to the children
either as their social father (if
the couple cohabits) or their
step-father (if the couple mar-
ries), and this will benefit the
children. (See discussion
above.) Should the mother,
nevertheless, be urged to
establish paternity with her
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pre-existing children’s biologi-
cal father? What if he is not
interested? What if paternity
has not previously been estab-
lished because of the mother’s
judgment about the inadvis-
ability of the biological father’s
being involved in the chil-
dren’s lives (particularly where
violence and addiction are
concerns)?

From the focal fathers’
perspective. A man with chil-
dren by more than one partner
may have established paternity
for all of his children, some of
his children, or none of his
children. Unless there are seri-
ous concerns about rape,
incest, or domestic violence, as
a matter of social policy most
would agree that he should
establish paternity for all of his
biological children. Indeed,
this is a stated principle of
most Responsible Fatherhood
programs.

However, just as mothers have
a variety of reasons for not
establishing paternity, fathers
too may have reasons. Perhaps
the mothers of their children
have not wanted them to
establish paternity, preferring
an informal relationship or no
relationship at all. Perhaps the
children now have new social
or step-fathers who have taken
responsibility for them, and it
is not clear that they would
benefit from having their bio-

logical father take a more
active role in their lives.
Should fathers still be encour-
aged to step up? Should a
tather’s degree of prior
involvement make a
difference?

From the couples’
perspective. While the unac-
knowledged children might
benefit from having their
paternity established, estab-
lishing the paternity of their
biological father could add a
level of complexity to their
lives. It also injects complexity
into the relationship of the
parents of the focal child.
Issues of co-parenting by three
parties, as well as potential
jealousy about former partners
are likely to arise. Moreover,
there are serious financial
implications to establishing
paternity as discussed below.

Child Support

Establishing paternity is a pre-
cursor to child support. Once
paternity is established, a sup-
port order, based on the state’s
child support guidelines is
usually set. These numeric
guidelines are based on the
parents’ income and the num-
ber of children involved. They
are used in all cases unless the
result would be unjust or
inequitable.’! Unfortunately,
tew states have considered
multiple partner issues in
developing their guidelines, so

support orders for couples
with more than one partner
can vary greatly depending on
the state issuing the order.

Major issues include: 1) how
many formal support orders a
paying parent already has;

2) whether there are children
in the paying parent’s house-
hold; 3) whether or not the
ordered support is being paid;
and 4) the children’s birth
order. There is great variation
in how these issues are
addressed. Some states con-
sider only court ordered sup-
port and do not give credit for
informal support paid by a
non-resident parent. Some
consider whether the non-
resident has other children in
his/her household that he/she
is supporting, others do not.
Most consider only support
actually paid. Some favor pre-
existing children over newer
children. A discussion of all
the guideline issues is beyond
the scope of this brief.
However, the size of a support
order can have both positive
and negative consequences on
marital decisions.

From the focal mothers’
perspective. In the vast
majority of cases, the mother
of the focal child will be the
custodial parent of her pre-
existing children. Child sup-
port can provide a real benefit

to such mothers. The addi-



tional income lessens financial
strain. It may also ease the
fears of her new partner that
he is taking on complete
responsibility for the mother’s
pre-existing children. For
these reasons, once the deci-
sion to pursue paternity has
been made, few mothers
would not want to obtain child
support for their pre-existing
children.

From the focal fathers’
perspective. Some fathers are
custodial parents and might
want to pursue support from
the biological mothers of their
children. However, in the vast
majority of cases, the father of
the focal child will be a non-
resident parent to his pre-
existing children. If the
children live in several differ-
ent households because he has
fathered children with many
different partners, his financial
obligation to them will be
quite high in almost every
state. While some adjustments
may be made to leave the
father with income to live on,
only New Jersey authorizes its
courts to review all orders of
support and adjust them in a
consolidated proceeding.?? In
other states, there will be mul-
tiple proceedings and the
court or hearing examiner will
not necessarily know what
other orders exist, or their
amounts. Unless the father
aggressively raises the issue,

the multiple orders may even
exceed his income.

In addition, if he has not been
paying support, an arrearage
amount will also be estab-
lished. In addition to current
support, he will have to pay an
amount on the arrears each
month until they are fully
liquidated.”

From the couples’
perspective. If only the
mother of the focal child has
children with other partners,
then establishing paternity and
pursuing support for pre-exist-
ing children is usually a plus.
The child support will provide
additional income to the
household with which to meet
the needs of the pre-existing
child or children.

If the father of the focal child
has other children (especially if
these children have many dif-
ferent mothers), paying child
support can pose genuine
problems. Such a father may
have so large a financial obli-
gation to his pre-existing chil-
dren that he will not be a good
provider for the focal child.
This may affect his desire to
marry. It may also affect how
the focal child’s mother
assesses the situation: a man
with little income to bring to
the household due to a lot of
child support obligations may
not fit the profile of a man she
wishes to marry.
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Step-Parent Deeming

One additional issue that
needs to be addressed is the
financial obligation of the
tather of the focal child to the
mother’s pre-existing children.
So long as the couple does not
marry, the father of the focal
child has no financial obliga-
tions to the pre-existing chil-
dren. However, if the couple
marries, he becomes the chil-
dren’s step-father, and in many
states he will be financially
obligated to help support them
as long as he is married to
their mother.

Even if he has no financial
obligation to the pre-existing
children under state law, pub-
lic assistance policy may count
his income in determining eli-
gibility and benefits available
to the pre-existing children
from Temporary Assistance to
Needy Families (TANF) or
other public benefits pro-
grams. This is referred to as
“step-parent deeming.” If the
pre-existing children are
receiving TANF benefits, they
may lose those benefits or
have them severely reduced as
a result of the marriage
between their mother and the
father of the focal child. This
financial loss could make
marriage unattractive to the
couple.
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Conclusion and
Implications

The data suggest that the
Building Strong Families
Program, as well as other ini-
tiatives serving low-income
unmarried parents and step-
parents, and responsible
fatherhood programs, will be
dealing with multiple partner
issues. However, African-
American healthy fatherhood
and marriage programs are the
most likely to see this as a
major issue, since high rates of
multiple partnering are associ-
ated with high fertility, early
parenting, and male incarcera-
tion, all issues of particular
salience in the African-
American community.

Programs that feel unequipped
to deal with the issues raised
by multiple partnering that are
discussed in this paper may
want to screen their cases to
eliminate couples where one
or both parents of the focal
child has children by other
partners. However, if a pro-
gram does not want to screen
out these couples, it will need
to include multiple partner
issues in its curriculum and
support services as suggested
below.

Child Well-Being

One area that programs need
to address is child well-being.
While the research is still in its

infancy, materials that explain
the relationship between child
well-being and healthy mar-
riage must address more than
the well-being of the focal
child. Attention should be paid
to the recent findings on low-
income children in step-parent
and cohabiting families. This
would help the parents explore
what is best for their mutual
child and any pre-existing chil-
dren in the household. In par-
ticular, the positive role of
social fathers for low-income
children should be explored
and explained. Fears about this
disrupting any existing rela-
tionship with a biological
tather should also be
addressed. While the research
is still thin, it does support the
notion that pre-existing chil-
dren will not be harmed if
their mother marries a new
partner—especially if the new
partner is truly involved as a
social father to the pre-existing

children.

There is less information
about the effect on the well-
being of a father’s pre-existing
children who are not in the
household when their non-
resident father marries.
Nonetheless, the issues that
might arise (e.g. conflict
between the child and his/her
non-resident step-mother,
conflicts between the pre-
existing child’s biological
mother and the step-mother)

should be explored. As part of
the parenting curriculum for
new parents, trainers might
raise these issues and help par-
ents to develop ways to mini-
mize these conflicts.

Programs will also need to be
honest about the potential of
pre-existing children (particu-
larly the father’) to negatively
affect the quality of a relation-
ship and ability to co-parent.
Just making parents aware that
this can be an issue may help
them identify the problems if
they arise and talk them
through.

Paternity Establishment

Programs will also need to
address issues of paternity
establishment when one or
both parents have pre-existing
children whose paternity has
not been established. Parents
will need guidance on dis-
cussing the implications of for-
mal paternity establishment
for their pre-existing children
and for their own relationship.
For many couples, this may be
a very complex discussion, as
the reasons that paternity was
not established for the chil-
dren may raise painful
memories.

Child Support Issues

Similarly, child support issues
will need to be explored and
explained. In this regard, pro-
grams may also wish to be



involved in public policy in
this area. For example, states
review their child support
guidelines at least once every
four years. As part of the
review, there are typically pub-
lic hearings. Program staff and
participants might want to tes-
tify at these hearings about the
need for better rules for fami-
lies with multiple partner
issues. The guidelines may
need to be adjusted or the lati-
tude of the decision-maker in
deciding when to make an
adjustment under the “unjust
or inequitable” standard might
need clarification. Certainly,
the idea of bringing all the
potential orders into one hear-
ing so that the full picture of
an obligated parent’s liability is
known should be considered.

Public Benefits

In addition, programs and
their participants might want
to address the public benefits
implications of multiple part-
nering, including the issue of
step-parent deeming, if the
state has such a rule. If the
program has seen the negative
effect of such a rule on marital
decision-making, public offi-
cials should be alerted to the
problem.?*

In short, there are many impli-
cations of having children by
more than one partner for
both healthy marriage pro-
grams and the participants in

these programs. Research is
still in its infancy and practical
experience is just now emerg-
ing. However, there can be no
doubt that multiple partner
fertility raises serious issues for
low-income couples contem-
plating marriage.
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