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Abstract
The under-representation of non-resident parents in surveys has long
hindered research on family separation, leaving key evidence gaps for
those making policy and practice decisions related to separating and
separated families, including (but not restricted to) issues around child
support, child arrangements, welfare benefits and housing. In this paper,
we articulate the importance of robust quantitative data collected directly
from non-resident parents. We review the methods previously employed to
attempt to achieve this, and we use the UK Household Longitudinal Study
(UKHLS) (University of Essex, ISER, 2017) to demonstrate where and how
response biases occur. The main body of the paper reports findings from
an experiment run on Wave 10 of the UKHLS Innovation Panel (Al Baghal
et al., 2018; University of Essex, ISER, 2018) in which we compare two
approaches to identifying non-resident parents from among the panel
members. One method, a variant of that currently used in the UKHLS, asks
panel members about living relatives with whom they do not live. The

iii

second method modifies the UKHLS standard fertility history questions
collecting information on past births and then asks whether any such
children are under 18 and living outside the household. Our findings are
necessarily tentative, with around 100 non-resident parents identified
across both arms of the experiment from among the 2,570 panel members
interviewed in Wave 10. They nonetheless point towards a potential to
improve the survey representativeness of non-resident parents, at least to
some degree. While we found no statistically significant differences in the
non-resident parent prevalence rates between the two methods, in
combination they increased the non-resident parent sample by one quarter.
Moreover, the data suggest that the fertility history approach improves the
representativeness of the non-resident parent sample, in terms of both
their socio-demographic profile and their levels of parental involvement.
That said, even the combined approach results in a large underrepresentation of non-resident parents and a continued bias towards those
who are more involved with their children.
Key words: non-resident parent, family separation, parenting, child
support, child contact, survey methodology, survey sampling
JEL numbers: C83; I31; I38; K36
Corresponding author: Caroline Bryson c.bryson@bpsr.co.uk
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1.

Introduction

A recent review of the data infrastructure on family separation (Bryson et
al., 2017) highlighted a lack of robust data from non-resident parents as
the cause of a key knowledge gap. The paucity of data collected directly
from non-resident parents can be explained in part by an insufficient
priority placed in many studies on the role of non-resident parents in postseparation parenting - or on the role of fathers more generally. However,
an equally, if not more, pivotal reason is the methodological challenge in
achieving representative samples of non-resident parents. Non-resident
parents are consistently under-represented in population surveys 1: only a
proportion self-identify when asked, and those who do are unrepresentative
of non-resident parents as a whole. Often in surveys they are outnumbered
by parents with care (the parent with primary care of the child, see text
box below) by a factor of between two and three (e.g. 649/312 = 2:1, in
Blackwell and Dawe, 2003). The challenges in producing reliable statistics
contribute to decisions – particularly in times of stretched budgets – either
not to include non-resident parents in child- or family-focused studies or,
in population surveys, not focus specific survey questions at non-resident
parents in the knowledge that the survey respondents do not well represent
their population.
Our first step in this paper is to articulate the value in striving to collect
data not only about but also directly from non-resident parents. We go on
to describe the methodologies employed in previous studies to identify nonresident parents. The UK Household Longitudinal Study (UKHLS) is one of
the few current studies which does attempt to identify non-resident parents
and, as such, we use it as a case study to demonstrate where the response
biases exist. We consider to what extent biases arise by virtue of the fact
that some of the socio-demographic groups most prone to survey nonresponse are disproportionately represented among non-resident parents
(e.g. young urban men) and explore what other factors appear to be at
play.
The main body of the paper reports on the findings of an experimental
study on Wave 10 of the UKHLS Innovation Panel in which we explore the
potential to improve the prevalence and representativeness of non-resident
parents. Using a detailed set of questions to collect respondents’ fertility,
adoptive and step-parenting history we test whether this approach elicits a
better response (i.e. more, and more representative, non-resident parents)
compared to the standard UKHLS approach of identifying non-resident
parents by asking about relatives not living in the respondent’s household.
The UKHLS provides the largest and most comprehensive longitudinal
dataset for the study of family structure and family life (particularly where
1

Within population surveys, we include both those of the general population, of
families/parents and those focusing specifically on separated families/parents.
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families have separated), so improving its non-resident parent
representativeness would be hugely beneficial to research and policy
communities. And, of course, our findings have applicability for all future
surveys attempting to identify non-resident parents and/or study family
separation.
Note on terminology
The terms ‘parents with care’ and ‘non-resident parents’ are used here
for want of better terminology. Although commonly used to distinguish
which parent has primary care of the child (or with whom the child mostly
lives), they mask the varied circumstances of separated families, where
children may spend significant amounts of time (including overnight) with
a ‘non-resident’ parent.
Likewise, the term ‘single parent’ refers to their household status, rather
than implying that the other parent (or a new partner) is not involved in
the upbringing of the child (or indeed not potentially living with the child
for a minority of the time).

2.

Why do we need survey data collected directly from
non-resident parents?

Given the methodological challenges in involving non-resident parents in
surveys, an easy solution would be to not attempt to do so, and instead
rely on the reports of parents with care. Indeed, this is the approach
historically taken in a range of cross-sectional and longitudinal studies
focusing on children’s outcomes, parenting or family life (for example, the
Families and Children Study (FACS); the Millennium Cohort Study (MCS);
Born in Bradford). However, moving forward, this is inadequate on several
levels.
First, both research and policy need study designs to reflect diversity in
family structures. With four in ten children experiencing lone parenthood
during their childhood (DWP, 2015), two and a half million separated
families are raising four million dependent children at any point in time
(Punton-Li et al., 2012). This means that non-resident parents represent a
substantial proportion of the UK’s parents, too big a proportion to exclude
them from quantitative research, or to ‘make do’ with poor quality data.
Second, child- and family-focused studies need to better capture the role
of both parents rather than continue with the traditional mother-centric
focus. With fathers making up nine in ten non-resident parents, and the
reverse for parents with care (Lader, 2008), the need for data from nonresident parents can be seen as part of a wider recognition of the need for
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better data on fathers. ‘Modern’ fathering roles practised and aspired to
today (Dermott, 2014) mean that fathers are now more involved in dayto-day child-rearing (Hook and Wolfe, 2012; Kiernan, 2016). While there is
a growing recognition of the importance of fathers in terms of a range of
children’s socio-emotional, behavioural and cognitive outcomes, the UK
evidence base is weak (Sarkadi et al., 2008; Flouri, 2015; Gregory and
Milner, 2011). Relatively little is known about the role of non-resident
parents in their children’s development, with data collection often limited
to the frequency of contact with their children (e.g. Poole et al., 2016),
despite evidence that the quality, rather than the quantity, of their
involvement appears to be most important (Adamsons and Johnson, 2013).
Moreover, current questions on frequency of contact (daily, weekly,
monthly, etc) miss out common patterns of post-separation parenting, such
as two-weekly blocks or alternating weekends with time during the week,
with variations during school holiday times that may involve fathers more
than during term times.
The third, and key point, relates to the importance of collecting data directly
from non-resident parents. Although data collected from parents with care
and (less commonly children) can provide a picture of the level and type of
contact and relationships they have with the non-resident parent, the
financial contribution (s)he makes, involvement in parenting, and so forth,
this is only a partial picture, often from one perspective. Even on seemingly
objective measures such as the level of contact and the provision of
financial support, studies of separated parents indicate that – even
attempting to take into account non-response bias among non-resident
parents – parents with care tend to under-report and non-resident parents
to over-report the non-resident parent’s involvement (Peacey and Hunt,
2009; Bell et al., 2006). Likewise, Prady and Kiernan (2013) found that
levels of concordance in parent with care and non-resident parent reports
were lower for more subjective or evaluative measures. Without
interviewing non-resident parents, we have very limited evidence – from
non-resident parents’ perspectives – on how and why different contact
patterns arise, how child support arrangements are decided and
negotiated, and how co-parenting arrangements emerge. These all
influence children’s experiences of their parents’ separation and can impact
on their short- and longer-term outcomes. Not enough is understood about
the impact of family separation on non-resident parents, and on any
subsequent new families they have, including impacts on health and wellbeing; on their parenting ability; on their income levels and housing (which,
of course, can all have secondary impacts on their children), and on their
support needs. If one is considering policy changes, it is difficult to propose
measures on separated families without understanding the position of both
biological parents, their respective motivations and constraints. 2

2

It is worth noting that there are wider issues about the ways in which fathers are
identified in surveys, reported in Speight et al. (2013) and Goldman and Burgess
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3. Why do UK data struggle to capture non-resident
parents?
At the heart of the issue as to why surveys tend to under-represent nonresident parents is the fact that we rely on non-resident parents to selfidentify and participate in voluntary surveys: there is no comprehensive
sampling frame from which to identify them. With no obligation for parents
to centrally register that they live apart or have separated, administrative
datasets in the UK are of limited value for identifying non-resident parents.
While many, or most, single parents are identifiable if they claim means
tested benefits as a result of their status, there is no such ‘flag’ for nonresident parents (or indeed all parents with care). Specific sub-groups of
non-resident parents can be identified via court records and via the Child
Maintenance Service (CMS), the statutory child support system which
replaced the Child Support Agency (CSA) in 2012. However, the combined
coverage of these two databases is limited. Around one in ten separating
or separated families go to court to settle financial or child arrangements
(Blackwell and Dawe, 2003), and with the withdrawal of legal aid for almost
all private family law cases in 2012, these numbers are likely diminishing.
What is more, these are among the most acrimonious separations, and
involve only those who can afford to pay legal costs. Use of the CMS is
voluntary and, again, the number of separated parents using the system is
diminishing. Historically (until 2008), use of the CSA was compulsory for
parents on means tested benefits and voluntary for others, resulting in a
system consisting of a combination of low-income families and families with
more acrimonious relationships choosing to use it because they were less
able to negotiate family-based arrangements. The new CMS (which has
been rolling out since 2012) charges for its use. This, alongside a general
encouragement to use the statutory system only as a last resort means,
means that CMS records going forward will include a smaller proportion,
and an increasingly unrepresentative sample, of all separated parents.
Therefore, population surveys remain the only route for researchers to
identify representative samples of the non-resident parent population.
While longitudinal studies – with the UKHLS the prime example – can
identify non-resident parents as and when families separate over time, low
rates of separation (around two per cent of couples with dependent children
per year) limit the potential sample size of non-resident parents identified
this way. Moreover, despite best efforts, to date the UKHLS has struggled
to retain non-resident parents in the sample after separation. Among the
approximate 120 intact families with dependent children who separate
between annual waves, for only around 35 of these do both parents remain

(2018) with insufficient account taken of the diverse nature of fatherhood in
contemporary society.
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in the study the wave after separation. 3 So, studies wanting to include the
full cross-section of the non-resident parent population 4 rely on nonresident parents identifying themselves in response to a set of survey
questions about non-resident children. The UKHLS currently identifies nonresident parents as respondents with a son/daughter aged under 16 living
outside their household, asking them to pick all living relative types from a
showcard list that starts with their mother, then father, before
son/daughter and goes on to list siblings and great/grand relationships. A
range of other studies employed similar approaches (e.g. Peacey and Hunt,
2008; Wikeley et al. 5, 2008; Blackwell and Dawe, 2003; Bradshaw et al.,
1999) attempting to identify non-resident parents by asking directly
whether respondents had children with whom they did not live.
All these studies experienced similar difficulties: they identified far fewer
non-resident parents than expected and found that those who did selfidentify were biased in terms of their demographics and their involvement
with their children. For example, in their study of separated parents, Peacey
and Hunt (2008) identified non-resident parents by asking ONS omnibus
respondents whether they had children under 17 who did not live with them
but, rather, lived with their other parent for most or all of the time. Their
screening process included reassurances of the independent (nongovernment) nature of the survey (which was conducted in 2006/7 at a
time when concerns about the CSA ‘tracking down’ non-payers were
perhaps higher than now), as well as a recognition in their question wording
of the sensitivities of asking about non-resident children. Parents with care
were identified by asking if their child(ren)’s other parent lived with them.
If resident and non-resident parents were equally likely to self-identify, we
would expect just under half of the separated parents identified in their
survey to be non-resident parents. 6 Instead, in Peacey and Hunt’s study, it
was 30 per cent. What is more, those who did identify as non-resident
parents were strongly biased towards those with more parental
involvement. For instance, non-resident parents accounted for only 15 per
cent of those separated parents saying that there was no contact between
the child and their non-resident parent. This broad pattern is replicated
across the other cross-sectional studies cited above, as well as in

3
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5
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While this is likely largely due to attrition, in some instances the UKHLS only
attempts to track the mother.
A number of government-funded studies focus only on those involved in the
statutory (e.g. child support) system or court proceedings, where administrative
records are used as a sampling frame (e.g. Patel et al., 2016).
Wikeley et al.’s study included a combination of parents with care and non-resident
parents involved with the CSA, sampled through CSA records, and other separated
parents identified through screening respondents to the Family Resources Survey.
The correct proportions also depend on how many non-resident parents have
multiple families, and how many parents with care have children with multiple nonresident parents.
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longitudinal surveys such as the British Household Panel Survey and UKHLS
(see below for more detail on the UKHLS).
The reasons why surveys fail to identify sufficient numbers – or
representative profiles – of non-resident parents are unclear, and a
combination of factors is likely at play. Part of the explanation likely lies in
the fact that younger men of lower socio-economic backgrounds are less
likely to participate in surveys – and, in turn, make up a disproportionate
number of non-resident parents. For instance, Peacey and Hunt (2008)
report differential non-response among men (compared to women),
particularly divorced, separated and never-married men. However, it is
suspected that at least some of the explanation lies in a reticence among
non-resident parents to self-identify - because of a painful relationship or
because of a lack of fulfilment of their parental and/or financial obligations
- or a perception among some non-resident parents that they do not ‘count’
as a parent, because they have no contact or a poor relationship. This may
be due in part to child support obligations, but also to the sensitivities of
talking about children for whom they have no ongoing parental role. Peacey
and Hunt largely discount the idea that under-identification is due to nonresident parents not knowing about their children: only two per cent of
parents with care in their survey reported that this was the case.
This pattern of results – and debates about the causes – are replicated in
the United States. Stykes et al. (2013) cite a range of US literature going
back to the 1980s which points to the same conclusions about the underrepresentation in surveys of young disadvantaged men (citing Martin,
2007). They also raise the potential for a higher proportion of these men
being in institutions (e.g. prison or army) and therefore excluded from
household surveys (citing Marsiglio et al., 2000). As with the UK literature,
they point to several US commentators suggesting a greater reluctance on
the part of non-resident parents to self-identify than parents with care (e.g.
citing Garfinkel et al., 1998).
3.1

How far is it simply an issue of non-response and attrition bias
among less advantaged groups?

Ironically, because of the difficulties in achieving representative samples of
non-resident parents – and a lack of administrative data to provide a
national profile – it is hard to answer the question of whether non-resident
parents are overly represented within the socio-demographic groups who
are less likely to take part in surveys. So, based on an assumption of a high
degree of assortative mating (Henz and Mills, 2017), we look at the sociodemographic profile of parents with care to provide a proxy picture of nonresident parents. We compare their profile to that of all parents, to assess
how far separated parents differ from all parents in terms of their socioeconomic profile. More precisely, we focus here on parent with care
mothers, and compare them to all mothers. This is necessary to provide a

6

meaningful comparison, given that nine in ten parents with care are
mothers, so comparing to all parents would hide, for instance, natural
differences in economic activity between mothers and fathers. We need to
be mindful that, to some extent, the economic profile of parents with care
will be influenced by the separation itself. However, we have a number of
more fixed demographics (e.g. education level) which suggest that
economic differences between parent with care mothers and all mothers
pre-date the separation.
Table 1 shows the demographic profile of mothers, split into those who are
parents with care (themselves divided into those who are single and those
who are repartnered) and those living with their children’s fathers, based
on the UKHLS Wave 3 using cross-sectional weights to reflect the UK
population (UKHLS, ISER, 2017). 7 A recent paper by Lynn and Borkowska
(2018) on non-response and attrition bias compares the UKHLS 8 panel
profile with 2011 Census figures. They highlight the under-representation
of men, people in London and those with a severe long-term limiting illness
and disability upon entry into the panel, together with differential attrition
among young people, non-white minority ethnic groups, lower income
groups and those living in London.
Clearly, our analysis cannot test for differential non-response by gender,
but it does look at a range of other socio-demographics known to be
associated with survey non-response and attrition. As anticipated, parent
with care mothers (and we therefore hypothesise non-resident fathers) are
less likely than average to be in paid employment or training (58 per cent
compared to 68 per cent of all mothers) and twice as likely to be
unemployed (10 per cent compared to five per cent). 9 They are less likely
to be in managerial or professional occupations (33 per cent compared to
41 per cent of all others) and more likely to be in routine occupations (37
per cent compared to 29 per cent). They are more likely to be struggling
financially (for instance, nine per cent report living comfortably compared
to 19 per cent of all mothers). They are less likely to be educated to degree
level (14 per cent compared to 21 per cent of all mothers) and more likely
to have GCSEs or equivalents as their highest educational qualification (31
per cent compared to 23 per cent). All these differences are statistically
significant.

7

8
9

We chose to use UKHLS Wave 3 as the first wave to field the full module of
questions on child support and contact. Thus, we benefit from the inclusion of
these questions, but avoid the attrition bias of more recent waves.
The paper also looks at the British Household Panel Survey (BHPS).
Lower levels of employment among parent with care mothers may to some extent
reflect the difficulties of combining paid work and childcare responsibilities as a
single parent. However, the lower levels of employment among repartnered
parents with care (not as low as single mothers but lower than mothers living with
children’s fathers) suggests there is also an underlying socio-demographic skew
among parents with care.
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Although no more likely than average to live in London, parent with care
mothers are more likely than all mothers to live in an urban area, another
factor associated with survey non-response (82 per cent compared to 78
per cent of all mothers). They are more likely to be Black (six per cent
compared to three per cent) and less likely to be Asian (three per cent
compared to six per cent). They are younger on average, with a mean age
of 37 years compared to 41 among all mothers.
We find that parent with care mothers are also more likely than other
mothers to be in poor health or have a longstanding illness or disability (31
per cent compared to 28 per cent) – another factor correlated with lower
levels of non-response (Lynn and Borkowska, 2018). However, we are
reticent to draw conclusions from this, as we know little about the
correlation between parent with care and non-resident parent health, nor
can we account for the effect of the separation on the parent with care’s
health.
Table 1: Comparison of the demographic profiles of mothers

Average age (mean
years)
Employment status
In
paid
work/government
training
Unemployed
Looking after the home
Other
Socio-economic
group (NS SEC)
Managerial,
administrative
and
professional
occupations
Intermediate
occupations
Small employers and
own account workers
Lower supervisory and
technical occupations
Semi-routine
and
routine occupations

Parent with care mothers
All
Single
Repartnered
parent
mothers parent with
with
care
care
mothers
mothers
%
%
%

Mothers
living
with
children’s
fathers

All
mothers
living
with
children

%

%

36.9

36.8

37.3

43.1

41.4

58.4

57.2

62.1

72.0

68.2

10.4
23.9
7.3

12.2
23.0
7.6

4.9
26.4
6.6

2.8
17.6
7.6

4.9
19.3
7.5

32.9

32.2

34.9

43.3

40.9

18.2

19.4

14.8

18.6

18.5

7.1

6.8

7.8

7.3

7.3

4.4

4.7

3.5

4.7

4.6

37.4

36.8

38.9

26.1

28.8
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Parent with care mothers
All
Single
Repartnered
parent
mothers parent with
with
care
care
mothers
mothers
%
%
%
2,874
2,102
772

Mothers
living
with
children’s
fathers

All
mothers
living
with
children

%
7,555

%
10,429

13.9
19.2
30.9

13.6
19.1
29.9

14.7
19.6
33.6

24.4
19.5
20.3

21.5
19.4
23.2

36.0

37.3

32.1

35.8

35.8

How
managing
financially
Living comfortably
Doing alright
Just about getting by
Finding it quite difficult
Finding it very difficult

8.9
28.4
38.3
16.0
8.5

6.9
26.2
39.4
17.8
9.6

14.7
34.8
35.0
10.4
5.1

22.6
36.9
28.7
8.4
3.4

18.8
34.5
31.3
10.5
4.8

Lives in London

12.4

14.3

6.9

11.7

11.9

Lives in urban area

82.4

83.8

78.4

76.3

78.0

Ethnicity
White
Black
Asian
Mix
Other

89.0
5.6
2.9
1.8
.7

87.4
6.7
3.1
2.0
.8

93.9
2.5
2.1
1.1
.5

88.8
1.7
7.5
1.0
1.0

88.9
2.8
6.2
1.2
.9

General health
Excellent
Very good
Good
Fair
Poor

14.9
34.6
29.9
15.5
5.1

14.9
33.8
30.2
16.1
5.0

14.8
36.9
29.0
13.7
5.6

20.3
37.4
26.5
12.0
3.9

18.8
36.6
27.4
12.9
4.2

30.7

30.4

31.8

26.6

27.7

13.5

0.0

53.5

85.2

65.4

11.7
74.8

0.0
100.0

46.5
0.0

14.8
0.0

13.9
20.6

Base:
all
mothers

resident

Highest educational
qualification
Degree or higher
A levels or equivalent
GCSEs or equivalent
Lower
or
no
UK
qualifications

Longstanding illness
or disability
Living arrangement
Living with spouse/in
civil partnership
Cohabiting
Not living with partner
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Base:
all
mothers

resident

Parent with care mothers
All
Single
Repartnered
parent
mothers parent with
with
care
care
mothers
mothers
%
%
%
2,874
2,102
772

Mothers
living
with
children’s
fathers

All
mothers
living
with
children

%
7,555

%
10,429

Source: UKHLS wave 3.

3.2

How far do the demographic profiles of parents with care and
non-resident parents differ?

We establish above that at least part of the reason for the underidentification of non-resident parents is likely due to them being more likely
to be among ‘normal’ survey non-responders. Our next step is to assess
how far those who do self-identify represent non-resident parents as a
whole. To do this, we compare the socio-demographic profile of nonresident parents in the UKHLS Wave 3 to that of parents with care. Again,
because the majority of parents with care are mothers and non-resident
parents are fathers, we focus our comparisons on parent with care mothers
(split into single mothers and those who have repartnered) and nonresident fathers. Our findings are in Table 2.
The first issue to note is the much lower proportion of UKHLS panel
members who identify themselves as a non-resident father, compared to
parent with care mothers. There are three times as many parent with care
mother respondents in the sample compared to the number of non-resident
fathers. In prevalence terms, this equates to 5.4 per cent of parent with
care mother panel members and 1.8 per cent non-resident father panel
members. This discrepancy reflects the findings of other studies (although
the most extreme example), including those of Peacey and Hunt (2008)
discussed above. While we might expect somewhat fewer non-resident
parents than parents with care (e.g. through widowhood; non-resident
parents having multiple resident parents; non-resident parents being
unaware of their child), this cannot account for the level of disparity
observed across a number of studies.
These differences in prevalence rates tell a lot of the story. However, there
are limited differences in the socio-economic profile of parent with care
mothers and non-resident fathers. If we assume that the parent with care
sample is much closer to being representative than the non-resident father
sample, what evidence there is tends to point towards disadvantaged nonresident fathers being more likely to self-identify than others. Although
differences in maternal and paternal work make comparisons in
employment status and occupation hard to compare, non-resident fathers
in the sample are less likely to have a degree (nine per cent compared to
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14 per cent of parents with care) and more likely to have no or very low
qualifications (43 per cent compared to 36 per cent). 10
However, there are other indications of differential non-response by nonresident fathers. They are less likely than parent with care mothers to live
in London (nine per cent compared to 12 per cent of parent with care
mothers) or live in an urban area (77 per cent compared to 82 per cent),
and less likely to be from a non-white minority ethnic group (five per cent
compared to eight per cent). But, perhaps of most interest, is that they
appear to be non-resident fathers who are more likely to be ‘familyoriented’. The UKHLS Wave 3 sample of non-resident fathers are older
(mean age of 41 compared to 37 among parent with care mothers), more
likely to have been previously married (67 per cent compared to 57 per
cent) and more likely to be in a current relationship (46 per cent compared
to 25 per cent). Non-resident fathers in the sample are twice as likely as
parent with care mothers to be married or in a civil partnership (24 per
cent compared to 14 per cent) or cohabiting (22 per cent compared to 12
per cent). 11 These differences are starker than the socio-demographic
differences might have been predicted.
.
Table 2: Comparison of the demographic profiles of parent with
care mothers and non-resident fathers
Nonresident
fathers

Proportion of the sample
Weighted N

%
1.8
753

Parents with care mothers
Repartnered
parent with
Single
care
All
mothers mothers
%
%
%
5.4
4.1
1.4
2,331
1,743
588

Average age (mean years)

40.7

36.9

36.8

37.3

Employment status
In paid work/government training
Unemployed
Looking after the home
Other

72.3
14.8
1.4
11.5

58.4
10.4
23.9
7.3

57.2
12.2
23.0
7.6

62.1
4.9
26.4
6.6

33.8

32.9

32.2

34.9

7.7

18.2

19.4

14.8

Socio-economic group (NS SEC)
Managerial,
administrative
and
professional occupations
Intermediate occupations

10

11

Of course, this does not take into account the gender gap in education, but this
level of difference suggests some level of survey response bias.
This may be due in part to the fact that men tend to repartner more quickly than
women after separation. However, this is of particular interest given Speight et al.’s
(2013) findings that non-resident fathers who are living with other children are less
likely to be in contact with their non-resident children.
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Nonresident
fathers

Parents with care mothers
Repartnered
parent with
Single
care
All
mothers mothers

12.0

7.1

6.8

7.8

16.7

4.4

4.7

3.5

29.9

37.4

36.8

38.9

Highest educational qualification
Degree or higher
A levels or equivalent
GCSEs or equivalent
Lower or no UK qualifications

9.1
16.5
31.0
43.4

13.9
19.2
30.9
36.0

13.6
19.1
29.9
37.3

14.7
19.6
33.6
32.1

How managing financially
Living comfortably
Doing alright
Just about getting by
Finding it quite difficult
Finding it very difficult

11.1
27.2
36.6
14.9
10.1

8.9
28.4
38.3
16.0
8.5

6.9
26.2
39.4
17.8
9.6

14.7
34.8
35.0
10.4
5.1

General health
Excellent
Very good
Good
Fair
Poor

13.7
31.9
31.5
16.0
6.9

14.9
34.6
29.9
15.5
5.1

14.9
33.8
30.2
16.1
5.0

14.8
36.9
29.0
13.7
5.6

Longstanding illness or disability

32.5

30.7

30.4

31.8

Lives in London

8.6

12.4

14.3

6.9

Lives in urban area

76.7

82.4

83.8

78.4

Ethnicity
White
Black
Asian
Mix
Other

91.9
3.6
1.8
1.8
1.0

89.0
5.6
2.9
1.8
.7

87.4
6.7
3.1
2.0
.8

93.9
2.5
2.1
1.1
.5

Ever married

67.4

57.2

50.1

78.4

24.3

13.5

0.0

53.5

21.7
54.0

11.7
74.8

0.0
100.0

46.5
0.0

845

2,874

2,102

772

Small employers and own account
workers
Lower supervisory and technical
occupations
Semi-routine
and
routine
occupations

Living arrangement
Living with spouse or
partnership
Cohabiting
Not living with partner
Base: all separated parents

Source: UKHLS wave 3.

in

civil
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3.3 How correlated is non-resident parent self-identification with
parental involvement?
The differences in the non-resident father sample’s current and previous
relationship histories, compared to those of the parent with care mothers,
suggest that more family-oriented non-resident fathers self-identify in the
UKHLS. To further test this – adding to earlier findings from Peacey and
Hunt (2008), Wikeley et al. (2008) and others – in Table 3 we compare
parent with care mother and non-resident father reports of the nonresident father’s involvement with their children. Here we see the starkest
evidence of the skew in the non-resident father sample.
Seven in ten (72 per cent) non-resident fathers in the sample report paying
child support. This is based on a simple question where non-resident
parents are asked if they ‘send or give money for child support’. In
comparison, parents with care are asked a suite of question about different
child support arrangement types they may have (court, statutory, familybased) and whether they receive money under each of these arrangements.
With parents with care with a statutory Collect and Pay arrangement not
asked if they receive what is due, we can produce an upper (all Collect and
Pay arrangements result in payment) and lower (none of the Collect and
Pay arrangements result in payment) bound figure. Whichever figure we
use (41 per cent or 29 per cent of parent with care mothers), there is a
huge discrepancy in comparison to the reports of the non-resident fathers.
If we add in informal payments – the non-resident parents purchasing
different items – then we get somewhat closer to the non-resident parent
reports (54 per cent), though still falling quite short.
We see a similar pattern in terms of how often the non-resident fathers in
the sample report seeing their children. Again, the response scales are
slightly different for the non-resident parents and parents with care (with
the latter shown in brackets in Table 3). However, a quarter (26 per cent)
of parent with care mothers report that their child never sees the nonresident father, compared to only one in ten (10 per cent) of non-resident
fathers. The proportion of mothers saying there is no contact is higher for
those who have re-partnered (32 per cent) than those who are single (24
per cent).
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Table 3: Non-resident parent involvement with children:
comparison of responses from non-resident fathers and parent with
care mothers
Nonresident
fathers

%

Parent with care mothers
Repartnered
parent
Single
with care
All
mothers
mothers
%
%
%

71.8

n/a

n/a

n/a

n/a

28.8

28.9

28.7

n/a

41.3

40.7

43.2

n/a

53.7

54.1

52.4

In contact with their child(ren) –
most
frequent
contact
where
children differ within the same
family
Never
Few times a year/yearly or less often
Once a month or less/monthly
Several times a month/fortnightly
About once a week
Several times a week/weekly
Almost every day/daily
50/50 shared care
Child makes own arrangements

10.3
8.5
5.7
14.0
16.9
25.2
16.2
3.2
n/a

26.4
8.8
6.7
9.9
30.8
30.8
9.6
2.1
3.8

24.4
8.9
7.1
8.2
33.6
33.6
10.6
2.1
3.3

32.2
8.4
5.5
15.1
22.5
22.5
6.5
2.1
5.2

Base: all separated parents

845

2,874

2,102

772

Paying child support (non-resident
fathers)
Receiving child support and/or
other financial support (parent
with care mothers)
Receives child support (excluding cases
where payment is via statutory collect
and pay)
Receives child support (assuming 100
per cent compliance among statutory
Collect and Pay)
Receives child support (incl. CSA
collecting), or non-resident parent
provides informal financial support
(e.g. buys items for children)

Source: UKHLS wave 3.
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4 Can we try to improve representation by changing the
question approach?
As discussed earlier in the paper, most UK studies have tried to identify
non-resident parents by asking directly about children they have with whom
they do not live. However, Stykes et al.’s (2013) comparison of approaches
in the US found that more – and a more representative profile of – nonresident parents were identified by asking a detailed fertility history than
by these more traditional question approaches. Their study showed that
the method of questioning certainly affects not only the prevalence and
profile of non-resident parents, but also the proportion reporting paying
child support. Taking their lead, we ran an experiment on Wave 10 of the
UKHLS Innovation Panel to test whether such an approach in the UK could
alleviate the representativeness issues described above (UKHLS, ISER,
2018). Certainly, we did not expect the use of a fertility history to ‘solve’
the problem, with previous analysis of the British Household Panel Survey
(Rendall et al., 1999) finding that far fewer fathers than mothers identify
themselves with these questions. But, based on the US analysis, we hoped
that the use of the fertility questions would go some way to improving nonresident parent survey representativeness. Here, we describe the
methodology we employed and the results of our experiment. We conclude
with some observations about how this experimental work could usefully
be taken forward. Note that an early write-up of these findings – based on
a preliminary dataset – was published earlier this year (Al Baghal et al.,
2018).
4.1 The data: the UKHLS and its Innovation Panel
The UKHLS is the most comprehensive longitudinal survey in the UK,
possibly the world, annually tracking the lives of around 40,000
households, interviewing all household members aged 16 and over (and
administering a self-completion survey with those aged 10 to 15). A
separate Innovation Panel is surveyed each year, providing a testing
ground for a range of methodological experiments (e.g. around mode or
question design). In 2017, Wave 10 of the Innovation Panel (the IP10)
involved around 2,000 existing Panel households and a refreshment sample
of 500 new households. While the new sample was interviewed face-to-face
in-home, the survey mode for existing Panel households was split 2:1
between face-to-face survey and web self-completion. Although the
number of non-resident parents that we could expect to identify was
modest, the Panel provided an ideal testing ground prior to any larger-scale
trial of our question sets. Based on the number of parents with care and
non-resident parents identified in previous waves, we estimated that the
maximum sample size of non-resident parents that we might identify and
interview would be just over 200, with the minimum closer to 80.
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4.2 The non-resident parent experiment
We fielded two sets of questions, both of which aimed at identifying nonresident parents, and both of which were asked of all respondents: 12
1. A detailed set of questions on fertility, adoptive and step-parenting
history;
2. The standard UKHLS questions on living relatives, with minor
adaptations to (a) allow for the separate identification of biological,
adopted and step-children and (b) dependent children up to the age of
18 (rather than, as currently, 16).
We also asked about closeness to the child, child support and child contact,
which are additional measures that may vary with the reliability of
identifying non-resident parents.
4.3 Prevalence rates
In line with US evidence that fertility histories elicit substantially higher
levels of non-resident parent identification than more direct questions on
non-resident children (Stykes et al. 2013), we hoped that asking
respondents to enumerate all children born or adopted to them, or to whom
they had been a step-parent, would be a more neutral and objective
method of identifying non-resident parents, resulting in increased selfidentification. Stykes et al.’s work found that this method of questioning
not only affected the prevalence and profile of non-resident parents, but
also the proportion reporting paying child support.
This proved not to be the case in IP10, with no statistically significant
differences in the proportions identified in each experimental arm. Table 4
shows the proportion of the sample who self-identify as a non-resident
parent within each approach, and across both approaches. Asking about
living relatives outside the household identified 3.3 per cent (n=84) of
respondents as non-resident parents, compared to 3.2 per cent (n=75)
identified through the fertility history. This equates to five per cent of male
respondents in each experimental arm and 1.8 per cent versus 1.5 per cent
of female respondents. Perhaps the optimal approach is to identify nonresident parents across both sets of questions 13: among the 103 nonresident parents identified, only 56 (or 54 per cent) were identified under
both question methods, with 19 (18 per cent) identified only in the fertility
questions and 28 (27 per cent) in the living relative questions. Moving from
12

13

The order in which respondents were asked each set was randomised to reduce
contamination. A within- rather than between-respondent experiment both
strengthened the power and reliability of our analysis power and maximised the
number of non-resident parents in both arms of the experiment.
Given both are asked as standard (in a modified form) as part of the UKHLS each
year.
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the current UKHLS approach to also including non-resident parents
identified via a set of fertility questions would increase the non-resident
parent sample by 23 per cent (19 extra cases/84 cases identified using
existing living relatives approach). 1415
However, even the combined approach falls far short of identifying the
numbers of non-resident parents whom we would expect within the panel.
The IP10 includes 114 parents with care (4.7 per cent of the population).
While we might expect somewhat fewer non-resident parents than parents
with care (e.g. through widowhood, non-resident parents having children
with more than one parent with care, non-resident parents being unaware
of their child), this cannot account for much of the disparity we observe
here, and across several other studies.
Table 4: Identification of non-resident parents, by question set
All (LR
or FH)

Non-resident
parent
adoptive, step)
Biological non-resident parent
Adoptive non-resident parent
Step non-resident parent

(biological,

Parents with care
Base: all respondents
Non-resident father (biological,
step)
Base: all male respondents

adoptive,

Non-resident mother (biological, adoptive,
step)
Base: all female respondents

%

Question approach
Living
Fertility
relatives
history (FH)
(LR)
%
%

4.2

3.3

3.2

3.0
[N=2]
1.3

2.6
[N=2]
0.7

2.4
[N=1]
0.8

4.7
2570

n/a
2570

n/a
2570

5.9

4.8

4.9

1196

1196

1196

2.6

1.8

1.5

1374

1374

1374

Source: UKHLS IP wave 10.
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15

These figures include non-resident parents to biological, adoptive and stepchildren. Seventy-three non-resident parents of biological children were identified:
46 in both methods, 10 in the fertility method only and 17 only in the listing of
living relatives.
Given the small numbers we have not analysed differences by mode or length of
time in the panel.
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4.4 Representativeness over prevalence?
We might be less concerned about the low prevalence rates if those nonresident parents who did self-identify were a random sub-set of the nonresident parent population. So, if they were representative in terms of their
socio-demographics and, very importantly, in terms of their parental roles.
However, we know from Tables 2 and 3, under the current UKHLS approach
– with a pattern replicated across a range of studies cited above – that this
is not the case. Non-resident parents who self-identify are skewed towards
those who are more family-oriented, as measured by their previous and
current relationship statuses and their parental involvement postseparation.
For this reason, we are interested in whether the approach of identifying
non-resident parents through their fertility history – or taking the combined
approach alongside the living relatives approach – might improve the
representativeness of the sample, even if its effect was limited in increasing
prevalence rates. Table 5 provides a profile of the non-resident parents
identified, overall and within each experimental arm. Although the sample
sizes are small, and we have not therefore tried to test for statistical
significance for more than a few variables, there is tentative evidence that
the fertility history approach somewhat improves the representativeness of
the non-resident parent sample, identifying non-resident parents who are
less family-oriented than the living relatives approach.
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Note on analysis
It is important to note one unusual feature of the presentation and
interpretation of the results, compared to most research tables. The
figures for ‘all (LR or FH)’ need not lie between the other two figures: that
depends on which cases are common to both groups and which are unique
to one group or the other. In the example hypothetical table below, there
are three cases: the first is common to both means of identifying nonresident parents, case 2 only identified with the living relatives method,
and case 3 only through the family history method. In the living relatives
group, on average there are 1.5 children; in the family history group there
are also on average 1.5 children, but on average for the overall group the
average number of children was 1.33. We may routinely find examples
where the ‘All’ group is not a simple average of the other two overlapping
groups. Indeed, in this case the separate methods give the same result,
which differs from the pooled result.
Number of children per non-resident parent, hypothetical three
cases
Case

1
2
3

Identified via

Both groups
Only living relatives
group
Only family history
group

Average number of children

Living
relatives
group
2
1

1.5

Family history
group

All (living
relatives or
family history

2

2
1

1

1

1.5

1.33

The first point to note from Table 5 is that non-resident mothers appear
more likely than non-resident fathers to self-identify, via both approaches.
Non-resident mothers are thought to be around 10 per cent of all nonresident parents (e.g. Lader, 2008) - but form a third (33 per cent) of all
non-resident parents in the IP10 sample. However, there is tentative
evidence here to suggest that the fertility history approach is better than
the living history approach at identifying non-resident fathers (75 per cent
of the non-resident parents identified via the fertility history were fathers
compared to 68 per cent of those identified under the living relatives
approach). Likewise, the approach appears to redress somewhat the bias
towards more relationship-oriented non-resident parents, with a smaller
proportion having been previously married (64 per cent compared to 74
per cent under the living relatives approach) and fewer being in a current
relationship (41 per cent compared to 55 per cent). Our numbers of nonwhite respondents are small, but we are encouraged by the higher
proportion of non-white non-resident parents identified by the fertility
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history approach. Previous work has highlighted particular issues around
Black non-resident fathers identifying their parental role (Roopnarine and
Hossain, 2013).
Table 5: Comparison of the demographic profiles of non-resident
parents, by question set
** indicates statistically significant at
the 5 per cent level.

All (LR or
FH)

Question approach
Living
Fertility
relatives
history (FH)
(LR)

Gender**
Male
Female

67.0
33.0

66.7
33.3

74.7
25.3

Average age (mean years)

43.1

43.3

41.8

Ever married**

68.6

73.5

63.5

Living arrangements**
Living with spouse or in civil partnership
Cohabiting
Not living with partner

35.0
18.4
46.6

36.9
17.9
45.2

26.7
14.7
58.7

Dependent children
1
2
3 or more

26.8
41.5
31.7

33.3
33.3
33.3

28.0
42.0
30.0

In paid work

70.6

72.3

72.0

36.6
21.1
42.3

37.3
16.9
45.8

33.3
22.2
44.4

Education to degree level or higher

18.1

17.2

15.1

How managing financially
Living comfortably
Doing alright
Just about getting by
Finding it quite difficult
Finding it very difficult
Base: all non-resident parents

14.7
37.3
31.4
7.8
8.8
103

15.5
35.7
32.1
8.3
8.3
84

13.5
39.2
28.4
8.1
10.8
75

Owner occupier

44.4

48.8

40.2

Socio-economic group (NS
classes)
1 Management & professional
2 Intermediate
3 Routine

SEC

3

20

** indicates statistically significant at
the 5 per cent level.

All (LR or
FH)

Question approach
Living
Fertility
relatives
history (FH)
(LR)

Lives in London

10.7

8.3

13.3

Lives in urban area

85.4

85.7

84.0

Ethnicity
White
Black
Asian
Mix
Other

75.7
3.9
2.9
1.0
16.5

78.6
3.6
2.4
1.2
14.3

70.7
5.3
4.0
1.3
18.7

Base: all non-resident parents

103

84

75

Source: UKHLS IP wave 10.

We see a similar pattern when it comes to non-resident parents’
involvement with their children. Again, the small sample sizes mean that
we have not tried to test for statistical significance. However, there is
tentative evidence that the fertility history approach identifies more nonresident parents with no contact with their children (14 per cent compared
to eight per cent in the living relatives arm). Differences in terms of
closeness to their child and the payment of child support are smaller, and
not differences of a significant size.
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Table 6: Comparison of the non-resident parent’s relationship with
child, by question set
All (LR or
FH)

Very/quite close to child(ren)

%
68.3

Question approach
Living
Fertility
relatives
history (FH)
(LR)
%
%
72.1
68.5

Paying child support

62.8

65.1

67.1

In contact with their child(ren)
Never
Few times a year
Once a month or less
Several times a month
About once a week
Several times a week
Almost everyday
50/50 shared care

11.4
11.1
6.6
4.4
18.9
30.5
15.7
1.4

7.6
10.4
3.2
5.1
20.5
35.4
16.1
1.7

13.7
12.8
6.1
2.9
15.8
31.0
15.9
1.9

150

135

117

Base: all children with a non-resident
parent

Source: UKHLS IP wave 10.
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Conclusions

Separated families now constitute a substantial proportion of all UK families
with dependent children. Yet, the current evidence base on family life – and
its impact on children’s and parental outcomes – is dominated by studies
based on a more traditional concept of ‘the family’. Child- and familyfocused studies tend to rely on the maternal report, with fathers or resident
partners sometimes offered a supplementary interview. Very few
quantitative studies attempt to include non-resident parents and those who
do come up against methodological challenges in identifying and engaging
them. This paper highlights just how big these challenges are. With no
prospect of a comprehensive sampling frame of non-resident parents (or,
indeed, separated parents (see Bryson et al., 2017 for a longer
discussion)), we must rely on the self-identification of non-resident parents
in surveys. Yet, this paper demonstrates the fact that the problem starts
with standard non-response bias, with non-resident parents more likely to
be among the traditionally ‘harder to reach’ survey respondents. These
issues are then exacerbated by an even more challenging task of
persuading non-resident parents to self-identify, overcoming likely hurdles
around sensitive relationship breakdowns and unmet responsibilities. Quite
why there is such a big shortfall in the numbers who identify themselves –
especially among those less engaged with their families’ lives – remains
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unclear. Certainly, there is an important qualitative study to be carried out
with parents with care and non-resident parents about how these barriers
might be overcome. Perhaps a starting point would be to go back to the
IP10 respondents who identified as non-resident parents via one, but not
both, approaches to understand why this was the case.
However, our experiment suggests that a small step towards increasing the
identification rate – and improving the profile of non-resident parents who
identify – might be to combine our fertility history alongside more standard
questions on children who live outside of the survey household. Of course,
our numbers are small – and findings necessarily tentative – so the next
stage should be a larger test to see whether our findings are replicated
among a larger sample. The UKHLS team have begun further work using
the main UKHLS sample. Overall, however, an approach that starts from
fertility histories does identify further non-resident parents who do not
appear in the existing UKHLS questions, about one-quarter more, and these
are lesser engaged with their children. Space on questionnaires is always
at a premium, of course. It ought to be possible to build in various checks
to identify more non-resident parents, without necessarily having to ask
two full sets of questions.
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