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Does parental separation
increase the risk of child poverty?

Carole Bonnet*and Anne Solaz*

After a separation, the former partners’ standard of living declines, more so for women than for men.

Carole Bonnet and Anne Solaz analyse the financial impact of separation on children, most of whom

live with their mother after the breakup. In many cases, they experience a drop in living standards,

with a high risk of exposure to poverty and substandard living conditions. And what about children in

alternating residence, an increasingly widespread custody arrangement? How many experience pov-

erty in one or other of their homes?®

According to the French statistical office (INSEE), 1 in 5 chil-
dren (21%) in France were living below the poverty line in 2019,
i.e. in a household with a standard of living below 60% of the
median. While some families are poor before the partners
separate, poverty is often a consequence of separation.
Longitudinal data sources on children’s living conditions in
France, such as their living arrangements after parental sepa-
ration, remain scarce. Drawing on INSEE’s Permanent Demo-
graphic Sample (Echantillon démographique permanent, or EDP),
we constructed a database of children to track their residential
trajectories and living standard up to age 7, between 2010 and
2018, before and after parental separation, and in each of their
homes if they were in alternating residence, or résidence
alternée, an equivalent of joint physical custody (Box 1).

A greater poverty risk for children after separation
Around 4% of children living with both parents enter poverty
each year. The percentage is 5 times higher (21.5%) among
children whose parents separate in the year. Almost three-
quarters of children who were already poor remain so in the
year of separation. This chronic poverty is observable with or
without parental breakup.

Poverty rates (which include those entering and remaining
in poverty) are much higher for children whose parents have

* Institut national d'études démographiques (INED), F-93300 Aubervilliers,
France.
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Figure 1. Child poverty rate by age
and parents’ partnership status
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Interpretation: The poverty rate at age 4 is 14% for children living with both
parents and 30% if the parents are separated. The 16 percentage points of
additional poverty linked to separation breaks down as 3 points due to
structural effects and 13 points due to separation effects.

Source: Permanent Demographic Sample, 2019, weighted statistics.

justseparated (29%)® than for children living with both parents

(13%) and remain higher 5 years later (23%). This increased
rate is due in most cases to entry into poverty after separation
and, to a lesser extent, to higher parental separation rates
among families that were already poor (structural effects).

(2) This rate of 29% breaks down as 10.6 percentage points for children
who remain poor (pre-separation poverty rate [14.5%] x likelihood of
remaining poor for these children [72.8%]) and 18.4 points for children
who become poor (share of children not poor before separation [85.5%) x
likelihood of becoming poor [21.5%)).
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The poverty rate varies by the child’s age at separation
(Figure 1): the younger the child at the time of separation, the
higher the poverty risk. At age 2, more than 35% of children
whose parents have just separated are poor versus 22% at
age 13.% Children who are young when their parents separate
are more likely to have been poorbefore the separation. More-
over, the economic gradient of separation risk is steeper when
separation® occurs during early childhood.

The additional child poverty at the time of parental sepa-
ration (around 17 points for all minors) exists for all minors
from broken families whatever the marital status of their
parents (Figure 2). This additional poverty is slightly greater
for children whose parents were in a consensual union rather
than married, mainly because these children were already
poorer before separation. The poverty rate is much lower for
children whose parents were in a civil partnership (pacte civil
de solidarité, or PACS), who are better off on average.

Figure 2. Child poverty rate by parents’ marital status
before separation, and additional poverty linked
to separation
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Interpretation: The child poverty rate is 15% for children living with two
parents in a consensual union and 32% if the parents in a consensual union
have separated. The 17 percentage points of additional poverty linked to
separation breaks down as 3 points due to structural effects and 14 points
due to separation effects.

Source: Permanent Demographic Sample, 2019, weighted statistics.

A drop in living standards after separation
that varies by living arrangement

Compared with the year preceding parental separation, the
children’s living standard is around 15% lower in the year of
separation and 10% lower the following year. While it then
starts rising again, the effects of family breakdown persist over
the long term: 5 years after separation, their mean standard of
living is still 5% below the pre-separation level. This differential
would be slightly larger if the situation after separation was
compared not with that preceding separation, but with that
of children whose parents stay together and whose average
disposable income continues to increase over time.

(3) Standard of living takes account of the age composition of household
members. The poverty rate increases at age 14 partly because higher child
costs are used to calculate poverty from this age.

(4) Children living in lone-parent families from birth are not included here.

Box 1. Creating a database of children from
the Permanent Demographic Sample

While administrative data are rarely used to track children’s
trajectories, this approach has three advantages. First,
attrition (loss to observation between one date and the
next) is more limited than with survey data as the children
can be followed even after they move to a new address. This
is essential for analysing the consequences of separation.
Second, the available samples are large, making it possible
to observe infrequent situations rarely captured in surveys.
Third, children in alternating residence can be followed in
both of their new households.

France’s Permanent Demographic Sample (Echantillon
démographique permanent, or EDP) is a panel of individuals
whose data are collected by the French statistical office
(INSEE) each year from various statistical sources, such as
vital records since 1967, population censuses since 1968, and
tax and benefits data since 2011. The sample, including both
adults and children, comprises all the individuals born on
16 specific days of the year (4% of the population). The 2019
database of the EDP contains information on 3.7 million
individuals. Of these, 752,599 EDP children living in metro-
politan France (observed at least once before age 18 since
2011) are followed and matched against the benefits and tax
data via information known about the parents [1]. For each
child, the EDP data can be used to deduce the family struc-
ture, its living standard, and the child’s living arrangements.
The child’s ‘fiscal place of residence’* is reported on the
parents’ tax return: either living mainly with the mother or
the father, or in alternating residence.

Poverty and children’s living conditions

We also used the French part (Statistiques sur les ressources
et les conditions de vie [SRCV], 2004—2019) of the European
Union Statistics on Income and Living Conditions (EU-SILC)
to describe certain aspects of ‘material and social depriva-
tion” for 1,077 children whose parents separated over the
period.

* In some cases, this fiscal place of residence may not correspond
to the child’s actual place of residence or the one designated by the
family court. We deem a child to be in alternating residence when he
or she is declared in two separate households or in alternating resi-

dence in one of the two fiscal households observed (excluding fiscal
households with the same address).

The decrease varies according to the child’s living arrange-
ments after family breakdown. The drop is considerable in the
year of separation (24%) if the child is recorded on the tax
return as living mainly with the mother, but smaller when
recorded as living mainly with the father (Figure 3). The child’s
standard of living improves gradually in the years following
the separation. The drop is much smaller if the custodial par-
ent repartners [2] and the child lives with either the mother
and stepfather or the father and stepmother. That said, fiscal
residence with a step-parent is rare just after separation; it
concerns just 5% of children with recently separated parents.
This proportion tends to increase over time, rising to more
than a quarter 5 years later.
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Figure 3. Children’s living standard before and after separation, by main living arrangement after separation
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Note: The parents are together in year -1 and separated in year 0. The vertical line separates these two situations. Regression with control for year; confidence

intervals at 95%.

Interpretation: After parental separation, children’s standard of living drops by around 15% in the year of separation when the custodial parent lives without a

partner (left-hand graph).
Source: Permanent Demographic Sample, 2019.
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The living standard of children in alternating residence
(mean of the living standards observed in the two households;
Box 2) is also around 10% lower on average than when their
parents were still together. However, as the parents who opt
for this arrangement are better off on average before separa-
tion, their children are less exposed to the risk of poverty than
those living mainly with their mother.

Poor with one parent
but not the other?

Measuring the living standard and poverty rate of children
with more than one residence is a methodological challenge.
While it is straightforward to calculate an average living stan-
dard based on the amount of time spent in each parent’s
household (here 50-50), it is more difficult to say that children
are ‘half poor” when they are poor in one household but not
the other. Given that the parents are separated, they have few
pooled resources except for post-separation transfers such as
child-support payments (infrequent in the case of alternating
residence). These are taken into account in our calculations.
Children who are poor in one household may thus suffer the
penalties of poverty half of the time, even if the other parent
may make up for what they are missing.

Among children in alternating residence who can be
observed in their two homes in the year of separation, 6% are
poor in both households, while 24% are poor in just one, much
more often that of the mother (15%) than of the father (9%),
and 70% of children are not poor in either household. Adopt-
ing a broad definition of poverty in cases of alternating resi-
dence (being poor in at least one household), the general
poverty rate of children in the year of separation increases by
slightly under 2 percentage points, to 31% rather than 29%.

Poor or not, children living in more than one home may
experience substantial differentials in living standards between
the first and second parent’s homes. While almost 1 in 5 (16%)
of these children have parents with similar living standards
(less than 10% difference), 4 in 10 live half of the time with a

Box 2. A growing preference for alternating
residence, but for wealthier parents only

While the most frequent arrangement after separation is
forthe children to live with their mother and see their father
at weekends, the share of separated parents who spend
equal amounts of time with their children, i.e. whose
children arein alternating residence, hasincreased markedly
in many industrialized countries, including France [3].
According to the most recent data from the Ministry of
Justice, alternating residence was the chosen solution for
1in 5 divorces and 11% of separations of unmarried couples
dealt with by the courts in 2012. While percentages may
differ due to differences in definitions, scope,* or data
sources, the uptrend is clear. Tax data show that alternating
child residence is much more frequent among well-off
parents and, logically, that parents previously in PACS unions
opt for this arrangement much more frequently than pre-
viously married parents. The democratization of this
option—its progressive adoption by social groups other than
socio-economically advantaged parents, as observedin the
United States [5]—is still in its early stages.

* The Ministry of Justice records the judge’s decision for parents who

go through the courts. It is the parents who declare alternating
residence in their tax returns.

parent whose living standard is more than 50% higher than
that of the other parent.

The tax and benefits system is being progressively adapted
in response to the rapid growth of alternating residence to
take better account of children living in more than one home.
These children can now be recorded in the parents’ tax returns
(since 2003), and certain welfare benefits—such as child
allowances (since 2007) and housing benefits (since 2019)—can
be shared between the parents. The income conditions for
receiving welfare benefits in cases of alternating residence also
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Figure 4. Change in child deprivation after parental separation
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Beyond monetary poverty,
material and social deprivation

Children’s access to certain resources becomes more limited
after parental separation [6]. For example, data from the
income and living conditions survey (Box 1) show that the
share of children in households that can afford to go away on
holiday for at least 1 week per year decreases by 10 percentage
points between the year of separation and the following year
(Figure 4). Fewer friends are invited to the child’s home in the
4 years following separation, doubtless because the dwelling
is smaller and the family have lost contact with some of their
friends. For several years following a separation, it is also more
difficult for the household to cover unexpected expenses, to
give gifts, to replace old furniture, or own a car. Many aspects
of children’s living conditions are adversely affected by paren-
tal separation. The situation improves markedly, however, if
the custodial parent finds a new partner.
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— Abstract

Children’s living standards decrease sharply after parental
separation, with an overall decline in their living conditions,
especially when they live with a lone mother. Their risk of
entering poverty increases as a result. The poverty rate of
childreninthe year of parental separation is much higher (29%)
than that of children living with both parents (13%), and the
gap remains wide in the following years. The younger the child
at the time of separation, the higher the poverty risk. Some
childreninalternating residence experience poverty with only
one of their parents (more often the mother), and others with
both parents.
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