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Abst rac t  

The t r a d i t i o n a l  c h i l d  support  system, which c o n s i s t s  of t h e  family 

c o u r t s  and t h e  wel fa re  system, has  many se r ious  shortcomings. The Child 

Support Assurance System (CSAS) now being demonstrated i n  t h e  s t a t e  of 

Wisconsin is  expected t o  r e c t i f y  many of t h e  f a i l i n g s  of t he  t r a d i t i o n a l  

system. The CSAS provides  (1) a s tandard ized  income shar ing  r a t e ,  based 

o n  a percentage of t h e  income of t h e  noncustodial  paren t ;  ( 2 )  automatic  

income withholding t o  c o l l e c t  t h e  amounts of c h i l d  suppor t  awarded; and 

(3)  an  assured  c h i l d  support  b e n e f i t ,  accompanied by a c u s t o d i a l  parent  

s u r t a x .  

The percentage of income i s  t h e  b e s t  method of achieving e q u i t a b l e  

p a r e n t a l  f i n a n c i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  Automatic income withholding not only 

a s s u r e s  more s t a b l e  support  f o r  t h e  c h i l d  but a l s o  e l imina t e s  t h e  stigma 

a s s o c i a t e d  with being remiss i n  payments. And t h e  assured  b e n e f i t  w i l l  

p rov ide  a f l o o r  below which no c h i l d r e n  l i v i n g  wi th  a s i n g l e  paren t  can 

drop. 

The c o s t s  of t h e  CSAS and i ts  e f f e c t s  on t he  poverty gap and the  

w e l f a r e  caseload a r e  es t imated.  

F i n a l l y ,  a comparison of t h e  $50 c h i l d  support  s e t - a s ide  w i th in  

w e l f a r e  wi th  t h e  assured  b e n e f i t  demonstrates t h e  advantages of t h e  

a s su red  b e n e f i t .  Whereas t h e  s e t - a s ide  i nc reases  dependence on wel fa re ,  

t h e  assured  b e n e f i t  encourages c u s t o d i a l  pa ren t s  t o  become independent. 



Child Support and Dependency 

INTRODUCTION 

The economic well-being of a  l a r g e  and growing percentage of ch i ld ren  

i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  i s  p a r t l y  dependent upon t h e  na tu re  of our c h i l d  

suppor t  i n s t i t u t i o n s .  A t  p resen t  one of f i v e  ch i ld ren  is p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i -  

g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  suppor t ,  and nea r ly  one of every two c h i l d r e n  born today 

w i l l  become e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support  a t  some poin t  before  reaching age 

18.1 Given t h a t  such a  l a r g e  proport ion of t h e  next gene ra t i on  w i l l  be 

a f f e c t e d ,  t h e  q u a l i t y  of our c h i l d  support  i n s t i t u t i o n s  i s  of v i t a l  

i n t e r e s t  t o  t h e  na t ion .  

The f i r s t  p a r t  of t h i s  paper desc r ibes  t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  c h i l d  support  

system, documents i t s  shortcomings, and summarizes recent  f e d e r a l  e f f o r t s  

t o  s t r eng then  i t .  The second s e c t i o n  o u t l i n e s  a  new Child Support 

Assurance System (CSAS) c u r r e n t l y  being implemented i n  t h e  s t a t e  of 

Wisconsin. The t h i r d  s e c t i o n  p re sen t s  e s t ima te s  of t h e  b e n e f i t s  and c o s t s  

o f  implementing such a  system nationwide, and compares t he  Wisconsin CSAS 

w i t h  an a l t e r n a t i v e  reform t h a t  supplements wel fa re  income with p r i v a t e  

c h i l d  support .  The a l t e r n a t i v e  al lows wel fa re  mothers t o  "disregard" a  

p o r t i o n  of c h i l d  support  income i n  c a l c u l a t i n g  t h e i r  wel fa re  g r a n t  and 

h a s  t h e  e f f e c t  of i nc reas ing  wel fa re  b e n e f i t s  and dependence. The paper 

concludes w i th  a  b r i e f  summary of t he  d i f f e r e n c e s  between a  c h i l d  support  

a s su rance  system and welfare .  



SHORTCOMINGS OF THE CURRENT SYSTEM AND DEVELOPMENTS I N  FEDERAL REFORMS 

The t r a d i t i o n a l  c h i l d  support  system c o n s i s t s  of two major pa r t s :  

t h e  family cou r t  system and the  wel fa re  system. The former e s t a b l i s h e s  

r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  pay p r i v a t e  c h i l d  suppor t ,  sets the  amount of support  

t o  be pa id ,  and enforces  t h e  pa ren t ' s  o b l i g a t i o n  t o  pay. The l a t t e r  pro- 

v i d e s  pub l i c  cash and in-kind b e n e f i t s  t o  poor c h i l d r e n  and t h e i r  custo- 

d i a l  paren ts .  Because of r ecen t  f e d e r a l  i n i t i a t i v e s ,  t h e s e  two systems 

have become inc reas ing ly  in te r twined .  In  t h e  fol lowing sec t ion ,  we exa- 

mine both t h e  p r i v a t e  and t h e  publ ic  systems. The cu r r en t  problems and 

l i m i t a t i o n s  of each system w i l l  be d i scussed  along wi th  r ecen t  reform by 

t h e  f e d e r a l  government. 

A .  The P r i v a t e  Child Support System 

The p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  system i n  t h i s  country has  h i s t o r i c a l l y  

been a  s t a t e  p re roga t ive  implemented through the  j u d i c i a l  branch. Under 

t h e  t r a d i t i o n a l  family cou r t  system, two s t e p s  a r e  involved i n  ob ta in ing  

p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support :  (1) t h e  de te rmina t ion  by a  cou r t  of the  amount of 

c h i l d  support  t o  be paid by t h e  noncus todia l  paren t  on an i nd iv idua l i zed  

b a s i s ;  and (2)  t h e  payment of t h a t  support  o b l i g a t i o n  d i r e c t l y  by t h e  

noncus todia l  paren t .  

With r e spec t  t o  e s t a b l i s h i n g  awards and s e t t i n g  amounts, s e v e r a l  

problems can a r i s e .  F i r s t ,  t h e r e  i s  o f t e n  a  f a i l u r e  t o  e s t a b l i s h  any 

award a t  a l l .  Nat iona l ly ,  only 58 percent  of mothers e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  

suppor t  have  award^.^ The propor t ion  with an award v a r i e s  d rama t i ca l l y  

w i t h  t h e  m a r i t a l  s t a t u s  of t h e  mother. Whereas about e i g h t  ou t  of t en  

d ivorced  mothers r ece ive  c h i l d  support  o r d e r s ,  l e s s  than  ha l f  of 



sepa ra t ed  mothers and l e s s  than  one i n  f i v e  never-married mothers have 

o r d e r s .  

Second, t h e  s e t t i n g  of an award on a  case-by-case b a s i s  by a  judge i n  

a  j u d i c i a l  hear ing  i s  very expensive,  i n  t i m e  and cos t  t o  t he  pa ren t s  a s  

w e l l  a s  i n  de lays  f o r  t he  c h i l d r e n  needing support .  The t i m e  of judges 

and o t h e r  cou r t  personnel  makes t h e  procedure expensive t o  t h e  pub l i c  

a l s o .  A s  t h e  number of c h i l d  support  de te rmina t ions  cont inues  t o  

i n c r e a s e ,  concern has been expressed a s  t o  whether these  c o s t s  a r e  

j u s t i f i e d .  Unfortunately,  information i s  no t  a v a i l a b l e  on t h e  c o s t  of t he  

p r e s e n t  i nd iv idua l i zed  system. 

Th i rd ,  t h e  case-by-case de te rmina t ion  of the  amount of t h e  award 

o f t e n  r e s u l t s  i n  un fa i rnes s .  The g r e a t  v a r i a t i o n  i n  t h e  s i z e  of awards 

i s  evidence t h a t  t h e  system t r e a t s  equa ls  unequally.  Data f o r  Wisconsin 

i n d i c a t e  t h a t  c h i l d  suppor t  awards range from zero  t o  over  100 percent  of 

t h e  noncus todia l  f a t h e r ' s  income. Table 1  shows t h a t  i n  20 percent  of t h e  

c a s e s ,  c h i l d  suppor t  awards f o r  one c h i l d  were less than 10 percent  of 

t h e  noncus todia l  f a t h e r ' s  income. In  50 percent  of t he se  c a s e s ,  awards 

were between 11 and 20 percent .  The d a t a  a l s o  i n d i c a t e  t h a t  average award 

l e v e l s  a s  a  percentage of noncustodial  pa ren t ' s  income vary s u b s t a n t i a l l y  

a c r o s s  count ies .  The average f o r  one c h i l d  v a r i e s  from 12 percent  t o  24 

pe rcen t .  For two and t h r e e  c h i l d r e n  r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  t h e  ranges a r e  18 per- 

c e n t  t o  36 pe rcen t  and 13  percent  t o  37 percent .3  

The presen t  system i s  a l s o  r eg re s s ive .  Child support  o b l i g a t i o n s  

r e p r e s e n t  a  g r e a t e r  p ropor t ion  of t h e  incomes of low-income pa ren t s  than 

of  t hose  who a r e  we l l  o f f .  In  Wisconsin, o rde r s  d e c l i n e  a s  a  percentage 

o f  income a s  t h e  noncus todia l  f a t h e r ' s  income i n c r e a s e s  (Table  2 ) .  For 



Table 1  

Child Support Order a s  a  Percentage of Gross 
Income By Number of Children 

Percentage of Cases by 
Order a s  % of Number of Children 
Noncus t o d i a l  1  2 3  

Pa ren t ' s Income  N =  1,087 N = 8 2 9  N = 2 7 7  

0  -1 0% 20 % 10% 6% 

11-20 5  0  3 6 2 7  

2 1-30 2 1  3  0  3  3  

3  1-40 5 15 2  0  

4 1-50 3  5 9 

More than 50 2  5  6  

Source: Family Court record d a t a  f i l e  from 
Wisconsin Child Support Reform 
Demonstration P r o j e c t ,  1985, I n s t i t u t e  
f o r  Research on Poverty, Universi ty of 
Wisconsin, Madison. 

Note: This  t a b l e  covers cus tod ia l  f ami l i e s  with 
a  c h i l d  support award and with t h r e e  o r  
fewer ch i ldren .  Cases with 4 o r  more 
c h i l d r e n  (N = 102) a r e  not  tabula ted  
because the  sample s i z e  i s  too small f o r  
r e l i a b l e  es t imates .  Of t h e  3,806 cases  
meeting the sample requirements,  income 
information i s  missing i n  1,536 cases.  In 
a d d i t i o n ,  77 cases  have zero reported 
income and a r e  a l s o  excluded. This  
r e s u l t s  i n  a  f i n a l  N of 2,193. 



one c h i l d ,  o r d e r s  range from a  high of 32 percent  f o r  those with incomes 

l e s s  than $5,000 t o  a  low of 12 percent  f o r  those  with incomes between 

$30,000 and $40,000. 

Aside from t h e  d i f f i c u l t i e s  a s soc i a t ed  with t h e  establ ishment  of an 

award and t h e  s e t t i n g  of an amount, the  system a l s o  has problems i n  t he  

c o l l e c t i o n  of support  once t h e  award is  made. The s tandard  procedure has  

been f o r  t h e  cou r t  t o  o rde r  t h e  noncustodial  paren t  t o  pay, wi th  t he  

enforcement of t h e  o rde r  l e f t  t o  t he  bene f i c i a ry  of t h e  o rde r ,  t h e  custo- 

d i a l  paren t .  This  means t h a t  i f  t h e  absent  paren t  f a i l s  t o  pay, t h e  

c u s t o d i a l  paren t  has  t o  i n i t i a t e  l e g a l  proceedings t o  enforce  t h e  c o u r t ' s  

suppor t  o rde r ,  u s u a l l y  by c i t i n g  t h e  nonpaying paren t  f o r  contempt. This 

proceeding i s  f r augh t  wi th  d i f f i c u l t i e s  f o r  both p a r t i e s .  For t h e  custo- 

d i a l  pa ren t ,  i t  r e q u i r e s  l e g a l  counsel--a s u b s t a n t i a l  f i n a n c i a l  burden 

f o r  a  paren t  a l r eady  not  rece iv ing  support--and o f t e n  involves  d i f f i c u l t  

f a c t  de te rmina t ions  because of t h e  l a c k  of adequate records  of d i r e c t  

payments t o  t h e  c u s t o d i a l  parent .  For t h e  noncustodial  pa ren t ,  t h e  sanc- 

t i o n  imposed f o r  w i l l f u l  nonpayment can be d r a s t i c :  imprisonment i n  

j a i l . 4  Genera l ly ,  t h e  l e g a l  system f o r  c o l l e c t i n g  c h i l d  support  i s  

regarded a s  i n e f f e c t i v e . 5  Nat iona l ly ,  only ha l f  of t he  pa ren t s  with 

awards r ece ive  t h e  f u l l  amount due them and about one-quarter r ece ive  

nothing.6 

The f a i l u r e  of t h e  p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  system i n  t h e  United S t a t e s  

t o  provide adequately f o r  t h e  needs of ch i ld ren  i n  s ingle-parent  house- 

ho lds  i s  not  new. In  t h e  e a r l y  p a r t  of t h i s  cen tury  i t  had become suf- 

f i c i e n t l y  acu t e  t o  a t t r a c t  t he  a t t e n t i o n  of t h e  Nat ional  Conference of 

Commissioners on Uniform S t a t e  Laws, which, i n  1907, d i r e c t e d  i t s  



Table 2 

Re la t i onsh ip  Between Noncustodial P a r e n t ' s  Income a t  t h e  
Time of t he  Child Support Order and Level of Child Support 

Awards by Number of Chi ldren and Gross Income Category, 
Se l ec t ed  Wisconsin Counties 

Income Category of 

Percentage of Income by 
Number of Chi ldren 

1 2 3 - - 
Noncustodial Pa ren t  N N = 1087 N = 829 N = 277 

Less  than  $5,000 151 32% 41% 33% 

$40,000 o r  over 100 16 - 19 - 14 - 

Weighted Average 2,295 18 24 2 7 

Source: Family Court record d a t a  f i l e  from Wisconsin Child 
Support  Reform Demonstration P r o j e c t  . 

Note: There i s  an upward b i a s  i n  t h e  e s t ima te s  f o r  c h i l d  sup- 
p o r t  a s  percentage of g ros s  income. Because of coding 
e r r o r ,  n e t  income i s  used f o r  abut 280 ca se s  f o r  which 
g r o s s  income i s  not  a v a i l a b l e .  Current work i s  i n  
p rog re s s  t o  s e p a r a t e  those cases .  



Committee on Marriage and Divorce t o  s tudy the  problem.7 However, t he  

enforcement of p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  was viewed a s  s t r i c t l y  a  s t a t e  and 

l o c a l  problem u n t i l  f ou r  decades ago. 

I n  t h e  l a t e  1940s congress iona l  i n t e r e s t  i n  absent  f a t h e r s  grew i n  

response  t o  t h e  upward t r end  i n  d ivorce ,  s epa ra t i on ,  d e s e r t i o n ,  and out- 

of-wedlock b i r t h s .  Because of t h i s  t r end ,  c h i l d r e n  with l i v i n g  but absent  

p a r e n t s  rep laced  orphans a s  t h e  most numerous dependents on Aid t o  

Fami l ies  w i th  Dependent Chi ldren (AFDC), t h e  pub l i c  c h i l d  support  system 

t h a t  we w i l l  t u r n  t o  l a t e r .  Congress enacted t h e  f i r s t  f e d e r a l  l e g i s l a -  

t i o n  regard ing  p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  i n  1950, r equ i r ing  s t a t e  welfare  

agenc i e s  t o  n o t i f y  law enforcement o f f i c i a l s  when a  c h i l d  r ece iv ing  AFDC 

b e n e f i t s  had been dese r t ed  o r  abandoned. Fur ther  l e g i s l a t i o n ,  enacted i n  

1965 and 1967, allowed s t a t e s  t o  reques t  addresses  of absent  paren ts  from 

t h e  Department of Heal th ,  Education, and Welfare (HEW), and from the  

I n t e r n a l  Revenue Serv ice  (IRS). S t a t e s  were a l s o  requi red  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a  

s i n g l e  o rgan iza t iona l  u n i t  t o  enforce  c h i l d  support  and e s t a b l i s h  pater- 

n i t y .  

The most s i g n i f i c a n t  f e d e r a l  l e g i s l a t i o n  was enacted i n  1975, when 

Congress added P a r t  D t o  T i t l e  I V  of t h e  Soc i a l  Secu r i t y  Act,  

e s t a b l i s h i n g  t h e  Child Support Enforcement (IV-D) program. The l e g i s l a -  

t i o n  e s t a b l i s h e d  an Of f i ce  of Child Support Enforcement i n  HEW and 

r equ i r ed  each s t a t e  t o  e s t a b l i s h  a  corresponding agency t o  he lp  enforce  

c h i l d  support  i n  a l l  AFDC cases  and, on r eques t ,  i n  non-AFDC cases .  It 

a l s o  requi red  s t a t e s  t o  maintain a  parent  l o c a t o r  s e r v i c e  which t i e d  i n  

w i t h  a  f e d e r a l  s e rv i ce .  In s h o r t ,  t h e  1975 a c t  c r ea t ed  t h e  publ ic  

bureaucracy t o  enforce  p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  ob l iga t ions .  



By 1985 c o l l e c t i o n s  had i n c r e a s e d  t o  $2.7 b i l l i o n ,  i n c l u d i n g  $1 

b i l l i o n  f o r  AFDC r e c i p i e n t s .  I n  t h e  four-year  p e r i o d  between 1976 and 

1980,  na t ionwide  c o l l e c t i o n s  of c h i l d  s u p p o r t  f o r  AFDC r e c i p i e n t s  

i n c r e a s e d  by 111 p e r c e n t ,  and i n  t h e  f ive -year  p e r i o d  between 1980 and 

1985, c o l l e c t i o n s  a g a i n  i n c r e a s e d  by 81 p e r c e n t . 8  There  i s  good reason  

t o  b e l i e v e  t h a t  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  c o l l e c t i o n s  w i l l  c o n t i n u e  t o  grow, f o r  t h e  

1985 f i g u r e s  do n o t  r e f l e c t  t h e  e f f e c t s  of  t h e  s t r o n g e s t  f e d e r a l  c h i l d  

s u p p o r t  l e g i s l a t i o n  t o  d a t e .  

T h a t  l e g i s l a t i o n  was passed i n  1984 by a  unanimous Congress.  It 

a d d r e s s e d  t h e  t h r e e  major shor tcomings  of t h e  p r i v a t e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  

sys tem:  t h e  f a i l u r e  t o  o b t a i n  a  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  award from t h e  c o u r t s ;  t h e  

inadequacy of t h e  amount of t h e  awards when they  a r e  o b t a i n e d ;  and t h e  

f a i l u r e  t o  c o l l e c t  s u p p o r t  even though t h e  payer  i s  d e l i n q u e n t .  

On t h e  i s s u e  of o b t a i n i n g  o r d e r s ,  t h e  s t a t e s  were r e q u i r e d  t o  adopt  

e x p e d i t e d  p rocedures  f o r  o b t a i n i n g  s u p p o r t  o r d e r s  e i t h e r  i n  t h e  j u d i c i a l  

sys tem o r  i n  a n  a d m i n i s t r a t i v e  agency. On t h e  i s s u e  of adequa te  s u p p o r t  

o r d e r s ,  a l l  s t a t e s  must e s t a b l i s h  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  g u i d e l i n e s  t o  be 

a v a i l a b l e  f o r  u s e  by October  1, 1987, f o r  judges  and o t h e r  o f f i c i a l s  who 

s e t  c h i l d  s u p p o r t .  And on t h e  i s s u e  of e f f e c t i v e  c o l l e c t i o n  of c h i l d  sup- 

p o r t ,  t h e  1984 amendments r e q u i r e d  t h e  s t a t e s  t o  adopt  a u t o m a t i c  income 

w i t h h o l d i n g  f o r  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  t o  t a k e  e f f e c t  a f t e r  one month of non- 

payment. 

B .  The P u b l i c  C h i l d  Suppor t  System 

P u b l i c  s u p p o r t  i s  a  s i g n i f i c a n t  f e a t u r e  of t h e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  

sys tem.  P u b l i c  t r a n s f e r s  i n  t h e  Uni ted  S t a t e s  t o  poor f a m i l i e s  w i t h  



c h i l d r e n  e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support  s u b s t a n t i a l l y  exceed p r i v a t e  c h i l d  

suppor t  t r a n s f e r s  t o  a l l  U.S. ch i ld ren .  Whereas about $7  b i l l i o n  i n  pr i -  

v a t e  c h i l d  support  was paid i n  1983, AFDC expendi tures  on f a m i l i e s  e l i -  

g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support  were equal  i n  1985 t o  about $8 b i l l i o n .  I f  t h e  

c o s t s  f o r  Medicaid and food stamps a r e  included,  pub l i c  t r a n s f e r s  equaled 

n e a r l y  $21 b i l l i o n ,  o r  t h r e e  t imes p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  t r ans fe r s .9  I n  

g e n e r a l ,  t h e  publ ic  system s u b s t i t u t e s  f o r  t h e  p r i v a t e  system where t he  

l a t t e r  has  broken down. About h a l f  of a l l  ch i ld r en  l i v i n g  i n  female- 

headed households a r e  on wel fa re ,  and only 10 percent  of t he se  r ece ive  

any f i n a n c i a l  support  from t h e i r  f a t h e r s .  

The AFDC program was e s t a b l i s h e d  i n  1935 f o r  q u i t e  d i f f e r e n t  purposes 

from those i t  now serves .  It was intended t o  provide support  f o r  t he  

f a m i l i e s  of deceased f a t h e r s  i n  a s o c i e t y  i n  which i t  was considered 

undes i r ab l e  f o r  mothers with c h i l d r e n  t o  work. Today the  program is pr i -  

mar i ly  f o r  c h i l d r e n  who have a l i v i n g  absent  paren t  l e g a l l y  l i a b l e  f o r  

t h e i r  support  and a c u s t o d i a l  paren t  who inc reas ing ly  i s  expected t o  

work. 

A s  s t r u c t u r e d ,  the  c u r r e n t  publ ic  system of c h i l d  support  encourages 

we l f a r e  dependency. It imposes a high t ax  on t h e  earn ings  of wel fa re  

mothers,  which discourages work, and i t  o f f e r s  nothing ou t s ide  of wel fa re  

t o  supplement t h e  incomes of poor s i n g l e  mothers who have a low earn ings  

capac i ty .  Like any wel fa re  program, AFDC is  designed t o  a i d  only t h e  

poor ,  and t h e r e f o r e  b e n e f i t s  a r e  reduced when earn ings  i nc rease .  Af t e r  

f o u r  months on a job ,  a woman on AFDC f a c e s  a b e n e f i t  reduc t ion  of a 

d o l l a r  f o r  every d o l l a r  of ne t  earnings.  That i s  equiva len t  t o  a 100 per- 

c e n t  t ax  on earnings.  It is  not  s u r p r i s i n g  t h a t  t h e  ma jo r i t y  of mothers 

on  wel fa re  do no t  work during the  months they r ece ive  b e n e f i t s .  



Welfare mothers have a very low earn ings  capac i ty ,  and even i f  they  

were f u l l y  employed, one-half could ea rn  no more than  t h e  amount of t h e i r  

annual  we l f a r e  g ran t .  Another q u a r t e r  could ea rn  only up t o  $1,000 

more.10 This  sugges ts  t h a t  i t  is unreasonable t o  expect  t h e s e  women t o  

b e  t o t a l l y  se l f - suppor t ing  and t h a t  some form of publ ic  a s s i s t a n c e  is 

necessary  t o  provide an adequate s tandard  of l i v i n g  f o r  t h e i r  f ami l i e s .  

The only way t o  a l l e v i a t e  t h e i r  poverty without c r e a t i n g  t o t a l  dependency 

i s  t o  supplement r a t h e r  than  r ep l ace  t h e  earn ings  of poor c u s t o d i a l  

mothers.  Some of t h i s  money can come from improved c o l l e c t i o n s  of p r i v a t e  

c h i l d  suppor t .  The r e s t  must come from publ ic  t r a n s f e r s .  

We have descr ibed  above a number of f e d e r a l  reforms designed t o  

s t r e n g t h e n  t h e  enforcement of p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  o b l i g a t i o n s .  

Increased  c h i l d  support  payments from paren ts  of c h i l d r e n  on AFDC w i l l  

g e n e r a t e  savings i n  AFDC expendi tures .  These savings can be used t o  

reduce  t axes  o r  t o  i n c r e a s e  the  economic well-being of c h i l d r e n  e l i g i b l e  

f o r  c h i l d  suppor t ,  o r  some combination of both. In  view of t h e  f a c t  t h a t  

c h i l d r e n  p o t e n t i a l l y  e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support  and t h e  mothers who c a r e  

f o r  most of them a r e  among our poorest  c i t i z e n s ,  us ing  these  funds t o  

improve the  economic well-being of t he se  f a m i l i e s  is a t  t he  very l e a s t  

t h e  compassionate t h ing  t o  do. It is a l s o  wise. One-half of our  next  

g e n e r a t i o n  w i l l  be e l i g i b l e  f o r  some c h i l d  support  before  reaching 

adul thood.  Inves t ing  i n  them is t h e r e f o r e  i n v e s t i n g  i n  our f u t u r e .  

Furthermore, sha r ing  some of t h e  increased revenues with these  f a m i l i e s  

w i l l  encourage the  mothers t o  cooperate  i n  e s t a b l i s h i n g  the  p a t e r n i t y  of 

noncus todia l  fathers--one of t he  weakest l i n k s  i n  t he  cu r r en t  system. 

Congress has  a l r eady  approved two a l t e r n a t i v e  methods of sha r ing  some of 



t h e  AFDC savings with f ami l i e s  e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support .  A l l  s t a t e s  a r e  

now requi red  t o  ignore  t he  f i r s t  $50 pe r  month of c h i l d  support  ( a  $50 

se t - a s ide )  i n  c a l c u l a t i n g  t h e  amount of t h e  AFDC bene f i t .  One s t a t e ,  

Wisconsin, i s  permit ted t o  use t h e  f e d e r a l  sha re  of AFDC savings  t o  he lp  

fund an assured c h i l d  support  bene f i t .  The savings i n  Wisconsin w i l l  be 

used t o  take  women o u t s i d e  t h e  welfare  system. Which method i s  pre- 

f e r a b l e :  Sharing t h e  ga ins  i n s i d e  o r  ou t s ide  of welfare? To prepare f o r  

a n  answer, t h e  next s e c t i o n  f i r s t  de sc r ibes  t h e  Wisconsin program. 

A CHILD SUPPORT ASSURANCE SYSTEM 

The Child Support Assurance System (CSAS) being developed i n  

Wisconsin proposes changes i n  both t h e  p r i v a t e  and t h e  pub l i c  components 

o f  t h e  p re sen t  c h i l d  support  system. 

Under CSAS, a l l  paren ts  l i v i n g  a p a r t  from t h e i r  c h i l d r e n  would be 

o b l i g a t e d  t o  sha re  income with t h e i r  ch i ld ren .  The shar ing  r a t e  would be 

s p e c i f i e d  i n  t h e  law and would depend only upon t h e  number of ch i ld ren  

owed support .  The o b l i g a t i o n  would be c o l l e c t e d  through payro l l  with- 

ho ld ing ,  a s  s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  and income taxes  a r e .  Chi ldren with a  l i v i n g  

noncus todia l  parent  would be e n t i t l e d  t o  b e n e f i t s  equal  t o  e i t h e r  the  

c h i l d  support  paid by t h e  noncustodial  paren t  o r  a  s o c i a l l y  assured mini- 

mum b e n e f i t ,  whichever was h igher .  Should t h e  noncustodial  paren t  pay 

less than t h e  minimum, t h e  cus tod i a l  paren t  would be sub jec t  t o  a  small  

s u r t a x  up t o  t h e  amount of t h e  subsidy. Any remaining d i f f e r e n c e  would 

be  f inanced out  of genera l  revenues. To summarize, t he  reform provides 

t h e  fol lowing : 



1. The use of a  s tandardized income sha r ing  r a t e ,  based on a  percen- 
t a g e  of t h e  income of t h e  noncus todia l  parent .  

2. The use of a  system of automatic  income withholding to  c o l l e c t  
t h e  amounts of c h i l d  support  awarded. 

3. The es tab l i shment  of an assured c h i l d  support  b e n e f i t ,  accom- 
panied by a  c u s t o d i a l  parent  su r t ax .  

The con ten t s  of and r a t i o n a l e  f o r  each of t he se  f e a t u r e s  a r e  

desc r ibed  i n  t h e  next  t h r e e  subsec t ions .  Then t h i s  s e c t i o n  of t h e  paper 

w i l l  conclude wi th  a  b r i e f  d i s cus s ion  of t h e  ob j ec t ions  t h a t  have been 

r a i s e d  t o  CSAS . 

A. The Percentage Standard 

The term percentage s tandard  i s  used t o  desc r ibe  a  s e t  formula which 

de te rmines  t h e  amount of t he  c h i l d  support  o b l i g a t i o n  by tak ing  a  percen- 

t a g e  of t h e  g ros s  income of the  noncustodial  pa ren t ,  based upon the  

number of c h i l d r e n  f o r  whom t h a t  parent  i s  respons ib le .  The 1984 f e d e r a l  

amendment r e q u i r e s  s t a t e s  t o  e s t a b l i s h  g u i d e l i n e s  f o r  s e t t i n g  c h i l d  sup- 

p o r t  amounts. The Wisconsin reform, on t h e  o t h e r  hand, uses  a  l e g i s l a t e d  

percentage  of income a s  the  s tandard.  

There a r e  s e v e r a l  reasons f o r  basing the  amount of t h e  support  award 

on a  predetermined percentage of income in s t ead  of an i nd iv idua l i zed  

j u d i c i a l  determinat ion.  F i r s t ,  t o  t h e  e x t e n t  t h a t  non leg i s l a t ed  guide- 

l i n e s  would no t  be binding upon--and the re fo re  could be ignored by--local 

judges ,  they  would be l e s s  e f f e c t i v e  than l e g i s l a t e d  s tandards .  It is 

a l s o  t he  b e s t  method of achieving e q u i t a b l e  pa ren t a l  f i n a n c i a l  respon- 

s i b i l i t y  ( i . e . ,  making c h i l d  support  awards more uniform), and it is  more 

e f f i c i e n t  and economical than the  presen t  system. A percentage s tandard 



i s  "ho r i zon ta l l y "  e q u i t a b l e  i n  t h a t  absent  paren ts  with the  same income 

and the  same number of c h i l d r e n  would pay the  same amount. A t  t h e  same 

t i m e ,  t h e  c u r r e n t  regress iveness  i n  c h i l d  support  o b l i g a t i o n s  would be 

c o r r e c t e d  by using a propor t iona l  formula. Fu r the r ,  t he  formula would 

reduce one of t h e  p r i n c i p a l  c o n f l i c t s  between former spouses by elimi- 

n a t i n g  t h e  p o s s i b i l i t y  of d i spu te s  over the  s i z e  of t h e  c h i l d  support  

payments. A f i n a l  j u s t i f i c a t i o n  f o r  t h e  t r a n s f e r  of j u r i s d i c t i o n  from the  

j u d i c i a r y  t o  t h e  l e g i s l a t i v e  branch i s  simple: t axpayers ,  who now provide 

f o r  t he  l a r g e  number of c h i l d r e n  whose absent  pa ren t s  do not  pay suf- 

f i c i e n t  suppor t ,  have a l a r g e  s t a k e  i n  t he  de te rmina t ion  of how much 

c h i l d  suppor t  noncustodial  paren ts  should pay. 

The percentage s tandard ,  which has been published f o r  use by cou r t s  

i n  Wisconsin a s  p a r t  of t h e  c h i l d  support  reform, was developed by the  

s t a t e ' s  Department of Health and Soc i a l  Serv ices .  It was based roughly on 

s t u d i e s  of t he  c o s t  of r a i s i n g  c h i l d r e n  i n  terms of t he  percentage of 

p a r e n t a l  income devoted t o  t h a t  purpose.11 The s tandard s e t  17 percent  

o f  g r o s s  income f o r  one c h i l d ,  25 percent  f o r  two, 29 percent  f o r  t h r e e ,  

31 pe rcen t  f o r  fou r ,  and 34 percent  f o r  f i v e  or  more ch i ldren .  

The s tandard  i s  inc reas ing ly  used t o  e s t a b l i s h  t h e  i n i t i a l  c h i l d  sup- 

p o r t  o rder ;  but  a s  y e t  i t  i s  in f r equen t ly  used a s  a way of au tomat ica l ly  

a d j u s t i n g  the  o rde r  a s  t h e  noncustodial  p a r e n t ' s  income changes. County 

c l e r k s  of c o u r t s  c u r r e n t l y  have no way of monitoring income changes. This 

problem should d i sappear  when immediate income withholding i s  imple- 

mented, when employers a r e  required t o  r epo r t  ea rn ings  along with with- 

he ld  c h i l d  suppor t ,  and when t h e  computer c a p a b i l i t i e s  of t h e  c h i l d  

suppor t  system a r e  updated. 



Beginning J u l y  1 ,  1987, a  cour t  is requi red  t o  use t h e  percentage 

s t anda rd  un l e s s  i t  f i n d s ,  by c l e a r  and convincing evidence,  t h a t  appl ica-  

t i o n  of t h e  percentage would be u n f a i r  t o  t h e  c h i l d  o r  one of t h e  

pa ren t s .  The cou r t  must s t a t e ,  i n  wr i t i ng  o r  on t h e  record ,  t h e  reason 

f o r  t h a t  f i nd ing  and f o r  s e t t i n g  another  amount based upon a  l ist  of fac- 

t o r s  s p e c i f i e d  i n  t h e  s t a t u t e .  These f a c t o r s  i nc lude  such i t e m s  a s  

e x t r a o r d i n a r y  t r a v e l  expenses f o r  v i s i t a t i o n ,  t h e  need of both p a r t i e s  

f o r  se l f - suppor t  a t  a  subs i s t ence  l e v e l ,  and the  presence of o t h e r  l e g a l  

dependents of e i t h e r  parent .  12 

B. Automatic Income Withholding 

Automatic income withholding r e f e r s  t o  a  system of c o l l e c t i n g  c h i l d  

suppor t  by having t h e  employer of t he  noncustodial  parent--or t h e  s t a t e  

i f ,  f o r  example, t h e  noncustodial  p a r e n t ' s  income source  is unemployment 

compensation--withhold the  amount of t h a t  o rde r  from the  p a r e n t ' s  pay. 

Withholding f o r  income and pay ro l l  t axes  a t t e s t s  t o  t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  

of  withholding i n  genera l .  This type of c o l l e c t i o n  has a l s o  been used 

r a t h e r  ex t ens ive ly  i n  response t o  d e f a u l t  on t h e  p a r t  of t he  suppor t ing  

paren t .  A s  noted,  t h e  1984 f e d e r a l  Child Support Amendments r e q u i r e  t h a t  

a l l  s t a t e s  provide f o r  income withholding when the  paying paren t  is one 

month i n  a r r e a r s  i n  support  payments . I3  What d i s t i n g u i s h e s  t he  Wisconsin 

proposa l  is t h a t  i t  provides  f o r  withholding from income e f f e c t i v e  auto- 

m a t i c a l l y  on e n t r y  of t h e  support  o rder .  By not  r equ i r ing  d e f a u l t  i n  

payment a s  a  b a s i s  f o r  t r i g g e r i n g  the  income withholding,  t he  Wisconsin 



proposal  not  only a s su re s  more s t a b l e  support f o r  t h e  c h i l d  but a l s o  eli- 

minates  stigma f o r  t h e  paying parent .  Withholding is  no longer  an indica-  

t i o n  of a  remiss paren t ;  i t  is a  rou t ine ,  l e g a l l y  requi red  method of 

payment. 

Automatic income withholding has been ex t ens ive ly  p i l o t e d  i n  t he  l a s t  

two years .  As of e a r l y  1987 over  40 of 72 Wisconsin coun t i e s ,  inc lud ing  

Milwaukee, had begun implementing un ive r sa l  immediate income assignments.  

Beginning J u l y  1 ,  1987, a l l  count ies  i n  t h e  s t a t e  w i l l  be requi red  t o  use 

immediate assignments.  14 

The Assured Child Support Benefi t  and Cus todia l  Paren t  Sur tax  

Under CSAS a l l  c h i l d r e n  w i l l  r e ce ive  t h e  amount which is  c o l l e c t e d  

from t h e i r  noncustodial  paren t  using t h e  percentage s tandard  and automa- 

t i c  income withholding. I n  a d d i t i o n ,  e l i g i b l e  ch i ld ren  a r e  e n t i t l e d  t o  

r e c e i v e  no less than  an assured c h i l d  support  payment, r ega rd l e s s  of t he  

amount paid by t h e  noncustodial  parent .  This  assured l e v e l  of support  is 

based on t h e  number of e l i g i b l e  ch i ld ren  i n  t h e  c u s t o d i a l  u n i t  and is 

payable  t o  t h e  cus tod ian  of t he  ch i ldren .  Child support  b e n e f i t s  a s  a  

whole a r e  not income t e s t e d :  a l l  e l i g i b l e  ch i ld ren  a r e  e n t i t l e d  t o  

r e c e i v e  b e n e f i t s  whatever t h e i r  economic circumstances.  However, when 

t h e  absent  paren t  pays l e s s  than t h e  assured b e n e f i t ,  t h e  c u s t o d i a l  u n i t  

w i l l  be s u b j e c t  t o  a  s p e c i a l  s u r t a x  withheld during t h e  course of t he  

year  through pay ro l l  withholding o r  assessed a t  t h e  end of t h e  year 

through the  s t a t e  income tax .  The e f f e c t  of t h e  s u r t a x  is t h a t  well-off 

c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t ' s  w i l l  have t o  pay back t h e  s t a t e  subsidy po r t i on  of t h e  

a s su red  bene f i t .  



To be e l i g i b l e  f o r  t h e  Child Support Assurance System, a  c h i l d  must 

f i r s t  be a  r e s i d e n t  of t h e  s t a t e  of Wisconsin. Second, t h e  c h i l d  must be 

one t o  whom a  du ty  of support  i s  owed. Under t he  laws of Wisconsin, 

t h e r e f o r e ,  t h e  c h i l d  must be under t he  age of 18,  o r  i f  s t i l l  a t t end ing  

h i g h  school  o r  i t s  equ iva l en t ,  under t h e  age of 19. Third,  t h e  c h i l d  

must have a  l e g a l l y  l i a b l e  absent  parent .  This  means t h a t  t he  c h i l d  must 

have an absent  paren t  who has  been ordered t o  pay c h i l d  support .  That 

pa ren t  does no t  have t o  be a  Wisconsin r e s iden t .  Chi ldren with a  

deceased paren t  a r e  not  included;  t hey  a r e  u sua l ly  e l i g i b l e  f o r  s o c i a l  

s e c u r i t y  payments provided by t h e  deceased p a r e n t ' s  work-related s o c i a l  

s e c u r i t y  tax .  Chi ldren of unmarried paren ts  a r e  a l s o  not  e l i g i b l e  un less  

p a t e r n i t y  has  been e s t ab l i shed .  I f  p a t e r n i t y  i s  not e s t a b l i s h e d ,  they 

must depend on t h e  income-tested b e n e f i t s  of AFDC. 

The argument f o r  a  s o c i a l l y  assured b e n e f i t  is four fo ld .  F i r s t ,  i t  

reduces t h e  r i s k  t o  c h i l d r e n  whose noncustodial  pa ren t s  became unemployed 

o r  unable t o  work. In  such cases ,  c h i l d  support  payments f a l l  only t o  t he  

s o c i a l l y  assured  b e n e f i t  l e v e l ,  no t  t o  zero. Second, t h e  assured b e n e f i t ,  

when combined with ea rn ings ,  l i f t s  many s ingle-parent  households out  of 

pover ty  and removes them from welfare .  Custodial  paren ts  going t o  work 

need not  f a c e  a  do l la r - for -dol la r  reduc t ion  i n  t h e i r  c h i l d  support  

payments, a s  they do under AFDC. Reduction i n  t h e i r  payments is  small  

and occurs  only i f  t h e  absent  paren t  pays less than t h e  assured bene f i t .  

Thus c u s t o d i a l  pa ren t s  have t h e  usua l  i n c e n t i v e  f o r  acqui r ing  jobs--the 

knowledge t h a t  by so  doing they enhance t h e  well-being of t h e i r  f ami l i e s .  

Th i rd ,  an assured c h i l d  support  b e n e f i t  c r e a t e s  an i n c e n t i v e  ( o u t s i d e  of 

we l f a r e )  f o r  unwed c u s t o d i a l  mothers t o  i d e n t i f y  and he lp  l o c a t e  t h e  



f a t h e r s  of t h e i r  ch i ld ren .  Fourth,  b e n e f i t s  a r e  no longer  seen a s  wel fa re  

f o r  t h e  poor a lone ,  but a s  more ak in  t o  s o c i a l  insurance  f o r  which a l l  

c h i l d r e n  e l i g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support  a r e  e n t i t l e d .  Therefore ,  t h e  Child 

Support Assurance System, l i k e  Survivors  Insurance,  p reserves  t h e  concept 

t h a t  t h e  c h i l d  is  supported by t h e  parent .  

There a r e  two r e l a t e d  arguments f o r  t h e  cus tod ia l -paren t  s u r t a x  i n  

t h e  event  t h a t  t h e  noncus todia l  parent  pays less than t h e  assured bene- 

f i t .  F i r s t ,  i n  t h e  absence of a  cus tod ia l -paren t  charge,  a  few well-to-do 

c u s t o d i a l  pa ren t s  may r ece ive  a  publ ic  subsidy.  Second, a  cus tod ia l -  

pa ren t  charge w i l l  reduce t h e  c o s t  of t h e  program. 

The assured b e n e f i t  is  t h e  only segment of t h e  Child Support 

Assurance System which has not  yet  been implemented i n  Wisconsin o r  

e lsewhere.  Because t h e  pub l i c  monies t h a t  w i l l  fund i t  a r e  t h e  f e d e r a l  

and s t a t e  app rop r i a t i ons  now used f o r  AFDC, i t  was necessary t o  ob t a in  

permission from t h e  f e d e r a l  government and s p e c i f i c  a u t h o r i z a t i o n  from 

t h e  s t a t e  of Wisconsin. In t h e  1984 Child Support Amendments, Congress 

e x p r e s s l y  provided f o r  t h e  use  of AFDC funds from September 30, 1986, t o  

October 1 ,  1994, f o r  t h e  purposes of t he  Wisconsin Child Support 

I n i t i a t i v e . 1 5  In  1985 t h e  Wisconsin l e g i s l a t u r e  au thor ized  expendi ture  

of  t h e s e  funds f o r  t h e  purpose of t he  Child Support Assurance ~rogram.16  

The assured b e n e f i t  is  scheduled t o  be p i l o t e d  i n  two coun t i e s  beginning 

i n  mid-1988. 

D .  Objec t ions  Raised t o  CSAS 

Each of t h e  t h r e e  major provis ions  of a  Child Support Assurance 

System i s  c o n t r o v e r s i a l .  



The percentage-of-income standard has been c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  not tak ing  

account of (1) unusual deb t s  encumbering t h e  obl igor ;  ( 2 )  remarriage and 

s t a r t  of a  new family by t h e  noncustodial  parent ;  and (3) t h e  income o r  

remarr iage of t h e  c u s t o d i a l  parent .  It has a l s o  been c r i t i c i z e d  f o r  being 

i n f l e x i b l e ,  f o r  eroding j u d i c i a l  d i s c r e t i o n ,  and f o r  diminishing the  

a b i l i t y  of t h e  parents  t o  nego t i a t e  i nd iv idua l  c h i l d  support  arrangements 

geared t o  t h e i r  unique circumstances.  Furthermore, t h i s  provis ion  

r e s u l t s  i n  admin i s t r a t i ve  r a t h e r  than l e g a l  procedures being used t o  

modify support  ob l iga t ions .  That is ,  under t h e  s tandard approach, t h e  

o b l i g a t i o n  would a d j u s t  au tomat ica l ly  a s  t he  o b l i g o r ' s  income changes. 

Some argue t h a t  a l l  changes i n  support  o rde r s  should cont inue t o  be based 

upon a  j u d i c i a l  review of re levant  f a c t o r s .  

W e  have a l ready  a l luded  t o  t h e  advantage of a  l e g i s l a t e d  s tandard 

over  a  j u d i c i a l  one. The reduct ion  i n  j u d i c i a l  f l e x i b i l i t y  is  i n  our opi- 

n ion  a  trade-off w e l l  worth taking.  As f o r  t h e  s t anda rd ' s  l ack  of respon- 

s iveness  t o  t h e  noncustodial  pa ren t ' s  cu r r en t  economic needs, i t  is 

r e a l l y  a  mat te r  of s o c i e t y ' s  view of pa ren ta l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  I f  poor 

f a t h e r s  i n  i n t a c t  f a m i l i e s  a r e  expected t o  sha re  t h e i r  income with t h e i r  

c h i l d r e n ,  i t  is hard t o  defend t r e a t i n g  absent  f a t h e r s  d i f f e r e n t l y .  

The immediate income withholding provis ion  has a l s o  evoked opposi- 

t i o n .  Some cons t rue  t h i s  provis ion a s  an unnecessary i n t r u s i o n  of govern- 

ment i n t o  a  p r i v a t e  t r a n s a c t i o n ,  a  v a r i a n t  of t h e  "big government" 

argument. Opponents a l s o  view i t  a s  pena l iz ing  ob l igo r s  who in tend  t o  

meet t h e i r  ob l iga t ions  and a s  e l imina t ing  t h e  personal  touch assoc ia ted  

w i t h  paying c h i l d  support .  And f i n a l l y  i t  has been argued t h a t  

employment-related problems w i l l  ensue, e i t h e r  because employers ob jec t  



t o  c o s t s  a s soc i a t ed  with adminis te r ing  the  wage assignment o r  because 

\ 
employees experience embarrassment vis-a-vis t h e i r  employer. 

Regarding whether immediate withholding is  necessary,  w e  simply r e f e r  

t o  t h e  t a x  system. Does anyone imagine t h a t  income and pay ro l l  t a x  

c o l l e c t i o n s  would be a s  high i f  we withheld them only f o r  de l inquents?  A s  

a  matter of f a c t ,  empi r ica l  evidence i n d i c a t e s  t h a t  70  percent  of absent  

f a t h e r s  become de l inquent  i n  36 months. Uniform automatic  withholding 

j u s t  renders  t h e  system more e f f i c i e n t .  

Some have argued t h a t  t h e  enforcement provis ions  of CSAS w i l l  l e ad  t o  

g r e a t e r  c o n f l i c t  over c h i l d  custody and t o  " f a t h e r  f l i g h t "  i n t o  t he  

underground economy. This argument has some m e r i t  i n  t h a t  t h e  CSAS 

program promises t o  r e d i s t r i b u t e  some of t h e  economic r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  f o r  

r a i s i n g  c h i l d r e n  from the  c u s t o d i a l  t o  t h e  noncus todia l  paren t .  

Note t h a t  t h i s  argument a p p l i e s  not only t o  CSAS, but t o  a l l  reforms 

aimed a t  i nc reas ing  awards and s t rengthening  c o l l e c t i o n .  Since women have 

t r a d i t i o n a l l y  assumed t h e  c u s t o d i a l  paren t  r o l e ,  such a  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  

w i l l  f avo r  women over  men. In  o rde r  t o  p r o t e c t  t h e i r  economic p o s i t i o n ,  

men may be expected t o  respond i n  one of two ways. They can reduce t h e i r  

f i n a n c i a l  o b l i g a t i o n  e i t h e r  by decreas ing  t h e i r  " l e g i t i m a t e  earnings" 

( i . e . ,  by d i sappear ing  i n t o  t he  underground economy), o r  by i nc reas ing  

t h e i r  c u s t o d i a l  r e s p o n s i b i l i t i e s .  I n  t he  l a t t e r  ca se ,  such a c t i o n  would 

reduce t h e  c o n t r o l  over  c h i l d r e n  t h a t  women have enjoyed f o r  t h e  pas t  

cen tury .  While no t  a l l  noncus todia l  f a t h e r s  w i l l  t ake  such d r a s t i c  

a c t i o n ,  s t r i c t e r  enforcement of c h i l d  support  o b l i g a t i o n s  w i l l  undoub- 

t e d l y  i n c r e a s e  f a t h e r s '  demands f o r  decision-making r i g h t s .  Grea te r  eco- 

nomic p a r t i c i p a t i o n  impl ies  g r e a t e r  s o c i a l  and psychological  



p a r t i c i p a t i o n .  Thus, t h e  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  of f i n a n c i a l  o b l i g a t i o n s  impl ies  

a  r e d i s t r i b u t i o n  of pa ren t a l  c o n t r o l  a s  wel l .  

S ince  t he  assured c h i l d  support  l e v e l  has  had the  l e a s t  pub l i c  expo- 

s u r e ,  l i t t l e  i s  known about publ ic  r e a c t i o n  t o  t h i s  provis ion.  Severa l  

p o s s i b l e  ob j ec t ions  can be i d e n t i f i e d .  Some ob jec t  t o  t he  concept of 

p u b l i c l y  guaranteed c h i l d  support  a s  an unwarranted ex tens ion  of govern- 

ment r e s p o n s i b i l i t y .  According t o  t h i s  view government should reduce not 

i n c r e a s e  t he  number of b e n e f i t  guarantees .  Others a r e  concerned about 

p o t e n t i a l  c o s t s ,  p a r t i c u l a r l y  with r e spec t  t o  how l a r g e  an i nc rease  ( i f  

any) t h e  pub l i c  would accept .  F i n a l l y ,  many may view t h e  assured bene f i t  

a s  an ex tens ion  of wel fa re  under a  d i f f e r e n t  name. We w i l l  address  c o s t  

concerns i n  t h e  next s e c t i o n  and cover t o  t h e  wel fa re  ques t ion  i n  t he  

conc lus ion  of t h i s  paper. 

THE BENEFITS AND COSTS OF A CHILD SUPPORT ASSURANCE SYSTEM 

Objec t ions  t o  CSAS must be weighed aga ins t  i t s  poss ib l e  s o c i a l  bene- 

f i t s .  I n  t h i s  s e c t i o n  we consider  s e v e r a l  q u a n t i f i a b l e  c r i t e r i a  i n  eval- 

u a t i n g  t h e  reform: i t s  n e t  government c o s t  o r  sav ings ,  i t s  e f f e c t  on 

pover ty ,  and i t s  e f f e c t  on AFDC dependency. 

Both t h e  b e n e f i t s  and c o s t s  of a  Child Support Assurance System w i l l  

depend upon t h e  l e v e l  of t he  assured b e n e f i t ,  t he  income-sharing r a t e s  on 

noncus todia l  and c u s t o d i a l  pa ren t s ,  and the  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  of t h e  new 

c o l l e c t i o n  system. In  t h i s  s e c t i o n  we w i l l  f i r s t  p resen t  es t imated  

e f f e c t s  of t h e  reform f o r  t h e  na t ion  a t  d i f f e r e n t  assumed l e v e l s  of 

c o l l e c t i o n  e f f ec t i venes s .  Then t h e  r e l a t i v e  mer i t s  of CSAS and t h e  

r e c e n t l y  l e g i s l a t e d  c h i l d  support  se t -as ide  i n  wel fa re  w i l l  be examined. 



A. Est imated E f f e c t s  on t h e  Nat ional  Level 

Table  3  p r e s e n t s  e s t ima te s  of ne t  sav ings ,  o r  c o s t s ,  and reduc t ions  

i n  poverty and AFDC case loads  f o r  t he  na t ion  based on fou r  d i f f e r e n t  

a s su red  b e n e f i t  l e v e l s .  The assured b e n e f i t s  f o r  t h e  f i r s t  c h i l d  range 

from $2,000 t o  $3,500. Assured b e n e f i t s  f o r  t he  second, t h i r d ,  f o u r t h ,  

f i f t h ,  and s i x t h  c h i l d  a r e  equal  t o  $1,500, $1,000, $500, $500, and $500, 

r e s p e c t i v e l y .  The t a x  r a t e s  f o r  noncustodial  paren ts  a r e  17 percent  f o r  

one c h i l d ,  25 pe rcen t  f o r  two ch i ld ren ,  29 percent  f o r  t h r e e  ch i ld ren ,  31 

pe rcen t  f o r  four  ch i ld ren ,  32 percent  f o r  f i v e  ch i ld ren ,  and 33 percent  

f o r  s i x  o r  more ch i ld ren .  Tax r a t e s  f o r  c u s t o d i a l  paren ts  a r e  equal  t o  

one-half those  f o r  noncus todia l  paren ts .  The e s t ima te s  i n  t h e  t op  panel  

o f  Table 3  assume 100 percent  c o l l e c t i o n  e f f e c t i v e n e s s .  

The most s t r i k i n g  f i nd ing  i n  Table  3  i s  t h a t  t h r e e  of t he  fou r  c h i l d  

suppor t  assurance  programs would a c t u a l l y  save money, assuming 100 per- 

c e n t  c o l l e c t i o n  of t h e  noncus todia l  paren ts '  c h i l d  support  ob l iga t ion .  

That i s ,  t h e  e x t r a  d o l l a r s  paid out  under t h e  new program would be more 

t han  o f f s e t  by increased  c h i l d  support  c o l l e c t i o n s  and consequent reduc- 

t i o n s  i n  wel fa re  expendi tures .  Even t h e  most generous plan c o s t s  less 

t h a n  a  q u a r t e r  of a  b i l l i o n  d o l l a r s .  

A t  t h e  same time, a l l  t h e  programs would reduce t h e  poverty gap--the 

d i f f e r e n c e  between t h e  income of a  poor family and the  income t h a t  family 

would need t o  reach the  poverty l i n e .  The number of f a m i l i e s  on wel fa re  

would be reduced a s  wel l .  Reductions i n  t he  poverty gap f o r  f a m i l i e s  e l i -  

g i b l e  f o r  c h i l d  support  a r e  q u i t e  l a r g e ,  ranging from a low of 39 percent  

t o  a  high of 53 percent .  S imi l a r ly ,  reduc t ions  i n  wel fa re  caseloads a r e  

v e r y  l a r g e ,  ranging from 48 t o  6 4  percent.17 In  s h o r t ,  a l l  of t h e  c h i l d  



Table 3  

Est imated U.S. Costs o r  Savings and E f f e c t s  on Poverty 
and AFDC Caseloads of A l t e rna t ive  Child Support Assurance 

Programs i n  1983 Do l l a r s  

Net Savings Reduct i on  
Assured Benef i t  o r  Costs Reduction i n  AFDC 
f o r  F i r s t  Child ( b i l l i o n s )  i n  Poverty Gap Caseloads 

100 Percent  Co l l ec t i on  E f f ec t ivenes s  

80 Percent  Col lec t ion  E f f ec t ivenes s  

70 Percent  Co l l ec t i on  E f f ec t ivenes s  

Note: The e s t ima te s  a r e  der ived from t h e  "1979 Current  Populat ion 
Survey-Child Support Supplement" (CPS-CSS). The CPS-CSS i s  a  match 
f i l e  t h a t  con ta in s  d a t a  from both t he  March annual demographic and 
income survey and t h e  Apr i l  1979 Child Support Supplement. On t he  
b a s i s  of t he  March survey 3,547 women who were e l i g i b l e  t o  r ece ive  
c h i l d  support  were i d e n t i f i e d  and interviewed i n  Apr i l .  In  order  t o  
e s t i m a t e  sav ings  o r  c o s t s  and reduc t ions  i n  poverty and AFDC case- 
l o a d s ,  i t  was necessary t o  impute noncustodial-parent  incomes. 
Es t imates  of t h e  noncus t od i a l - f a the r s '  income a r e  der ived  from 
r e g r e s s i o n s  r e l a t i n g  wives' c h a r a c t e r i s t i c s  t o  husbands' incomes. 
For a  more d e t a i l e d  d e s c r i p t i o n  of t he  d a t a  and methodology, s ee  
Donald O e l l e r i c h  and I rwin  Garf inke l ,  " D i s t r i b u t i o n a l  Impacts of 
E x i s t i n g  and A l t e r n a t i v e  Child Support Systems," Po l i cy  S tudies  
J o u r n a l ,  12(1):  119-129 (Sept.  1983). 



suppor t  assurance  programs would s u b s t a n t i a l l y  reduce poverty and wel fa re  

dependence, and t h r e e  of t h e  fou r  would a c t u a l l y  save money. 

No ma t t e r  how e f f i c i e n t  t h e  c o l l e c t i o n  system i s ,  however, less than 

100 pe rcen t  of p o t e n t i a l  revenue w i l l  be co l l ec t ed .  Consequently, t h e  

second and t h i r d  panels  i n  Table  3  p re sen t  e s t ima te s  of t h e  e f f e c t s  of 

c o l l e c t i n g  only 80 pe rcen t  and 70 pe rcen t ,  r e s p e c t i v e l y ,  of t h e  non- 

c u s t o d i a l  pa ren t s '  c h i l d  support  ob l iga t ions .  I f  we c o l l e c t e d  only 80 

pe rcen t  of p o t e n t i a l  revenue, t h e  $2,500 assured  b e n e f i t  plan would s t i l l  

s ave  $0.59 b i l l i o n ,  whereas t h e  $3,000 assured  b e n e f i t  plan would cos t  an 

a d d i t i o n a l  $0.33 b i l l i o n .  I f  we c o l l e c t e d  only 70 percent  of p o t e n t i a l  

revenue, both p lans  would c o s t  more, a l though the  e x t r a  c o s t  of t h e  

$2,500 p l an  would be very small .  Note a l s o  t h a t  c o l l e c t i n g  less than 100 

pe rcen t  of t h e  noncus todia l  parent  o b l i g a t i o n  reduces t h e  e f f e c t i v e n e s s  

o f  a  c h i l d  support  assurance  program i n  reducing poverty and wel fa re  

dependence. These e f f e c t s  a r e  not  so  l a r g e  a s  t h e  e f f e c t  on c o s t s ,  

however, because f o r  poor f a m i l i e s  t h e  assured  b e n e f i t  makes up f o r  most 

o f  t h e  l o s s  i n  p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support .  

B .  Comparison wi th  A l t e r n a t i v e  S t r a t e g i e s  

We have noted e a r l i e r  t h a t  r ecen t  reform a t  t h e  f e d e r a l  l e v e l  has 

provided f o r  t h e  shar ing  of t h e  increased  c h i l d  support  c o l l e c t i o n s  wi th  

c u s t o d i a l  f a m i l i e s  w i th in  t he  wel fa re  system. This "$50 se t -as ide"  r u l e  

f o r  computing AFDC b e n e f i t s  i s  i n  c o n t r a s t  t o  t h e  CSAS being p i l o t e d  i n  

Wisconsin, which c a l l s  f o r  t h e  use of savings t o  take  c u s t o d i a l  f a m i l i e s  

o u t  of wel fa re  through t h e  assured bene f i t .  The impacts of t he se  two 

s t r a t e g i e s  d i f f e r  i n  important  ways. 



Table  4 ,  l i k e  Table  3 ,  p r e sen t s  e s t ima te s  of a l t e r n a t i v e  c h i l d  sup- 

p o r t  assurance  systems. Unlike Table 3 ,  however, t h e  numbers i n  Table 4 

p e r t a i n  t o  Wisconsin r a t h e r  than  t o  t he  na t ion  a s  a  whole. This incon- 

s i s t e n c y  i s  necessary because we have t o  ye t  i nco rpo ra t e  t he  $50 c h i l d  

suppor t  se t -as ide  i n t o  our n a t i o n a l  es t imates .  The e s t i m a t e s  of t he  

Chi ld  Support Assurance System i n  Table 4 a l s o  inc lude  a  work-expense 

subs idy  of $1  pe r  hour worked f o r  f ami l i e s  wi th  one c h i l d  and $1.75 f o r  

f a m i l i e s  with two o r  more ch i ld ren .  This  subsidy i s  designed t o  he lp  

s i n g l e  mothers pay f o r  day ca re  and o t h e r  work expenses.  Because 

Wisconsin has one of t h e  h ighes t  wel fa re  b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  i n  the  country,  

t h e  work-expense subsidy was added t o  make the  CSAS more compet i t ive  wi th  

wel fa re .  A l l  of t h e  e s t ima te s  i n  Table 4 assume t h a t  c h i l d  support  

c o l l e c t i o n s  improve s u b s t a n t i a l l y  but s t i l l  f a l l  f a r  s h o r t  of pe r f ec t i on :  

t h e  improvement would be somewhat equiva len t  t o  the  70 percent  c o l l e c t i o n  

r a t e  i n  Table  3  . I8  

F i n a l l y ,  un l ike  t he  n a t i o n a l  e s t ima te s ,  t h e  e s t ima te s  f o r  Wisconsin 

i n c o r p o r a t e  a  l abo r  supply response on t h e  p a r t  of AFDC b e n e f i c i a r i e s .  

Th i s  i s  very  important  because increased  p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  payments 

make work more a t t r a c t i v e  and AFDC l e s s  a t t r a c t i v e .  Unlike AFDC, n e i t h e r  

p r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  nor t h e  assured  bene f i t  is reduced d o l l a r  f o r  

d o l l a r  a s  earn ings  i nc rease .  P r i v a t e  c h i l d  support  is not  a f f e c t e d  by 

e i t h e r  t he  work s t a t u s  o r  t h e  income of the  c u s t o d i a l  pa ren t ,  and the  

a s su red  b e n e f i t  is taxed a t  a  low r a t e  and only t o  t h e  ex t en t  t h a t  i t  

s u b s i d i z e s  t h e  payment made by the  absent  paren t .  A se t -as ide  f o r  c h i l d  

suppor t  w i th in  we l f a r e ,  however, has t h e  oppos i te  e f f e c t .  By inc reas ing  

t h e  amount of income t h a t  a  famly can r ece ive  on wel fa re  i t  adds t o  the  



Table  4  

E f f e c t s  i n  Wisconsin of Child Support  Set-Asides Within 
Welfare  and Assured Chi ld  Support  Bene f i t s  Outs ide  Welfare 

(Assumes I n c r e a s e s  i n  P r i v a t e  Chi ld  Support  payments) 

No Set-Aside o r  Set-Asides Within 
Assured Bene f i t  Welfare Assured B e n e f i t s  

$600 $1,200 $1,500 $2 , 500 $3,000 
( 1 )  ( 2 )  ( 3 )  (4  ( 5 )  ( 6 )  

Sav ings  o r  c o s t  
i n  m i l l i o n s  $62 $33 $6 $37 $33 $24 

% r e d u c t i o n  
i n  pover ty  

% r e d u c t i o n  
i n  AFDC 

Note: Do l l a r  amount i n  1985 l e v e l .  



a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  of wel fa re  and reduces t h e  a t t r a c t i v e n e s s  of work. The 

l a b o r  supply e s t ima te s  used i n  our model a r e  taken from t h e  

Seattle-Denver Income Maintenance Experiment and r ep re sen t  r a t h e r  conser- 

v a t i v e  e s t ima te s  . I 9  

The f i r s t  column i n  Table  4 shows t h e  e f f e c t  of increased  c o l l e c t i o n s  

i n  t h e  absence of e i t h e r  an assured b e n e f i t  o r  a se t -as ide  w i th in  

we l f a r e .  AFDC savings  would equal  $62 mi l l i on .  The poverty gap would be 

reduced by 16 percent  and AFDC caseloads would f a l l  by 8 percent .  These 

e f f e c t s  sugges t  t h a t  increased  publ ic  enforcement of p r i v a t e  c h i l d  sup- 

p o r t  o b l i g a t i o n s  would reduce poverty and wel fa re  dependence even i f  

no th ing  e l s e  were done. 

The next two columns presen t  t h e  e f f e c t s  of increased  c h i l d  support  

c o l l e c t i o n s  i n  t h e  presence of t h e  cu r r en t  $50 se t - a s ide  and a se t -as ide  

o f  $100 pe r  month ($600 and $1,200 pe r  year ) .  With t h e  $50 and $100 

d o l l a r  se t -as ide ,  t h e  reduc t ion  i n  t h e  poverty gap inc reases  from 16 per- 

cen t  t o  24 and 30 percent  r e spec t ive ly .  Correspondingly, sav ings  d e c l i n e  

from $60 m i l l i o n  t o  $33 m i l l i o n  and $6 m i l l i o n .  F i n a l l y ,  t h e  se t -as ides  

w i t h i n  we l f a r e  l ead  t o  s l i g h t l y  smal le r  reduc t ions  i n  wel fa re  dependence 

compared t o  no se t -as ide .  Ins tead  of an 8 percent  d e c l i n e ,  t h e  d e c l i n e s  

a r e  only 7 percent  and 5 percent  r e spec t ive ly .  

The l a s t  t h r e e  columns show t h e  e f f e c t s  of a Child Support Assurance 

System wi th  assured  b e n e f i t  l e v e l s  of $2,000, $2,500 and $3,000 f o r  t h e  

f i r s t  c h i l d .  The assured b e n e f i t  reduces sav ings ,  poverty,  and wel fa re  

dependence. The most i n t e r e s t i n g  comparison is between t h e  f i f t h  and 

second columns--an assured b e n e f i t  of $2,500 compared t o  t h e  $50 per  



month se t -as ide .  The assured  b e n e f i t  t i e s  on two and dominates substan- 

t i a l l y  on t h e  t h i r d  outcome! Savings and t h e  poverty gap r educ t ion  a r e  

i d e n t i c a l  but t h e  r educ t ion  i n  AFDC caseloads i s  four  t i m e s  g r e a t e r .  

Our e s t ima te s  should be r e p l i c a t e d  with n a t i o n a l  d a t a  and t h e  e f f e c t s  

o f  t h e  assured  b e n e f i t  should be d i s t i ngu i shed  from those  of t he  work- 

expense subsidy.  We a r e  conf ident  t h a t  t h e  q u a l i t a t i v e  p i c t u r e  w i l l  be 

s i m i l a r  t o  t h a t  conveyed by the  e s t ima te s  presented i n  Table  4 .  If  so ,  

t h e r e  i s  a  powerful case  f o r  t h e  e l imina t ion  of t h e  $50 c h i l d  support  

s e t - a s i d e  and i t s  replacement by an assured c h i l d  support  b e n e f i t .  

CONCLUSION: WELFARE VS. AN ASSURED BENEFIT 

Some have asked, " I s n ' t  a  Child Support Assurance System j u s t  wel fa re  

by another  name?" The answer i s  no. 

Welfare programs a r e  based on t h e  widely accepted concept t h a t  i t  is  

a  governmental r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  a i d  t h e  poor. Like Survivors  Insurance,  

a  Child Support Assurance System i s  based on t h e  widely accepted concept 

t h a t  t o  paren t  a  c h i l d  i s  t o  i ncu r  a  r e s p o n s i b i l i t y  t o  support  t he  c h i l d .  

Like Surv ivors  Insurance,  CSAS provides  more t o  t h e  poorest  b e n e f i c i a r i e s  

t h a n  t h e i r  poor f a t h e r s  could have provided on t h e i r  own. But t h a t  does 

n o t  make CSAS a wel fa re  program any more than Survivors  Insurance is  a  

w e l f a r e  program. The a r c h i t e c t s  of our s o c i a l  s e c u r i t y  system s a i d ,  "A 

Democratic s o c i e t y  has  an immeasurable s t a k e  i n  avoiding t h e  growth of a  

h a b i t  of dependence among i t s  youth." So they urged adopt ion of a  

Surv ivors  Insurance system, which requi red  workers t o  i n s u r e  themselves 

i n  o rde r  t o  reduce f u t u r e  dependence on AFDC and t o  " s u s t a i n  t h e  concept 

t h a t  a  c h i l d  is supported through the  e f f o r t s  of t h e  paren t .  . . ." 



Unl ike  t h e  w e l f a r e  system, t h e  Chi ld  Support  Assurance System i s  n o t  

j u s t  a  program f o r  t h e  poor. Like  our s o c i a l  i n s u r a n c e  and p u b l i c  educa- 

t i o n  sys tems ,  i t  s e r v e s  c h i l d r e n  from a l l  income c l a s s e s .  Unl ike  t h e  

w e l f a r e  sys tem,  i t  supplements r a t h e r  t h a n  r e p l a c e s  e a r n i n g s .  There i s  

n o  b e n e f i t  f o r  t h e  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  and t h e  b e n e f i t s  f o r  t h e  c h i l d r e n  a r e  

n o t  e l i m i n a t e d  as t h e  e a r n i n g s  of t h e  c u s t o d i a l  p a r e n t  i n c r e a s e .  I n  our 

s t u d y  of t h e  change i n  l a b o r  supply among c u s t o d i a l  f a m i l i e s  i n  

Wisconsin,  t h e  28 p e r c e n t  of t h e  AFDC c a s e l o a d  t h a t  l e a v e s  AFDC under  a  

C h i l d  Support  Assurance System works an average of 1,126 more hours  pe r  

y e a r  and e a r n s  an  average  of $3,548 more p e r  year  t h a n  t h e y  would i n  t h e  

absence  of a  CSAS. T h e i r  average l e v e l  of dependence on government, a s  

measured by t h e  r a t i o  of income from government t o  t o t a l  income, d e c l i n e s  

f rom 69 p e r c e n t  t o  28 p e r c e n t .  I n  t h e  f a c e  of t h e s e  d i f f e r e n c e s  i t  is  

h a r d  t o  a rgue  t h a t  Chi ld  Support  Assurance i s  s imply w e l f a r e  by a n o t h e r  

name. 
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