THE CHILD SUPPORT DEMONSTRATION EVALUATION
RESEARCH SUMMARY

Maria Cancian and Daniel R. Meyer
Principal Investigators

Collaborating Researchers
Judi Bartfeld, Tonya Brito, Emma Caspar, Judith Cassetty, Jane Collins, Steven T. Cook, Thomas
Corbett, Robert Haveman, Thomas Kaplan, Sandra Magana, Katherine Magnuson, David Pate, Arthur
Reynolds, Jennifer Roff, Gary Sandefur, Nora Cate Schaeffer, Judith Seltzer, Geoffrey Wallace,
Barbara Wolfe, and James Ziliak

Institute for Research on Poverty
University of Wisconsin—Madison

May 2007



W-2 Child Support Demonstration Evaluation (W-2 CSDE)
Daniel R. Meyer and Maria Cancian, Principal Investigators

National Advisory Board for the
Original Experimental Evaluation

Andrea Beller

Department of Agricultural & Consumer Economics

University of Illinois-Urbana

Glen Cain
Department of Economics
University of Wisconsin—Madison

Greg Duncan
Institute for Policy Research
Northwestern University

Kathryn Edin
Department of Sociology
University of Pennsylvania

Vivian Gadsden
Director, National Center on Fathers and Families
University of Pennsylvania

Irwin Garfinkel
School of Social Work
Columbia University

Nancy Mathiowetz
Department of Sociology
University of Wisconsin—Milwaukee

Marygold Melli
Law School
University of Wisconsin—-Madison

Ronald Mincy
School of Social Work
Columbia University

Elaine Richmond
Director, Jefferson County
(Wisconsin) Child Support Agency

Robert Willis
Department of Economics
Institute for Social Research
University of Michigan

W-2 CSDE Analysts

Judi Bartfeld
Tonya Brito
Emma Caspar
Judith Cassetty
Jane Collins
Steven T. Cook
Thomas Corbett
Robert Haveman
Thomas Kaplan
Sandra Magafia

Katherine Magnuson
David Pate

Arthur Reynolds
Jennifer Roff

Gary Sandefur

Nora Cate Schaeffer
Judith A. Seltzer
Geoffrey Wallace
Barbara Wolfe
James Ziliak

W-2 CSDE Staff and Programmers

Patricia Brown

Maggie Darby Townsend

Margaret Krecker
Allison Espeseth
Zhichun Jing

Research Assistants

Danna Basson
Youseok Choi
Royce Hutson
Danielle Jones
Jeungkun Kim
Sangeun Lee
Victoria Mayer
Sheri Meland
Shauna Morimoto
Tymofiy Mylovanov
Kisun Nam

Dan Ross
Jane Smith
Cynthia White
Lynn Wimer
Lily Xie

Hwa-Ok Park
Hyunjoon Park
David Reznichek
Christine Schwartz
Scott Scrivner
Paul Shattuck
Marya Sosulski
Sara Wakefield
Chi-Fang Wu
Marci Ybarra



The Child Support Demonstration Evaluation Research Summary

Under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, states were given greater
flexibility in determining how to distribute child support paid on behalf of children whose mothers were
receiving welfare payments. The Wisconsin approach was unique. Wisconsin alone allowed all child
support paid by noncustodial parents to pass through to the family and disregarded such payments in
calculating welfare benefits; most other states decided to retain all the child support paid to offset welfare
payments. This policy was put in place in 1997, as part of the original Wisconsin Works (W-2) program.

The Wisconsin policy was the subject of a full evaluation from its inception. The Child Support
Demonstration Evaluation (CSDE), conducted by the Institute for Research on Poverty, included several
primary components: a statewide random assignment experimental evaluation; quantitative
nonexperimental evaluations using Wisconsin and national data on child support policies; analyses of
policy implementation and monitoring; and qualitative explorations of family dynamics and responses to

the new state policies. The results of all these analyses are summarized here.

THE POLICY CONTEXT

In 1996, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA)
ended Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), and gave states substantial flexibility in
designing replacement programs. Under the old program rules, most states passed through to recipient
families the first $50 of child support collected each month, and disregarded this amount in calculating
AFDC benefits. Any child support above $50 was, however, retained by the state and federal
governments. The new program, TANF, allowed states to set their own policies regarding the state’s share
of child support payments (the federal government continued to retain its share). Under TANF rules, most
states chose to retain the entire amount of child support collected, passing none of the money on to the

custodial parent and children.



Under a federal waiver received in 1997, Wisconsin was allowed to implement a different policy
as part of W-2. Families were able to receive the full amount of monthly child support collected (“full
pass-through”), and all of that child support income was ignored in the determination of W-2 eligibility

(“full disregard”).

THE CSDE EXPERIMENTAL EVALUATION

The evaluation of the Wisconsin policy began shortly after the program itself went into operation.
The central component of the CSDE was a random-assignment evaluation; most W-2 families received a
full pass-through and disregard of monthly child support, but some child support was withheld from a
randomly selected control group. This approach allowed evaluators to attribute any observed differences
in outcomes between the two groups to the difference in the treatment of child support. The experimental
evaluation and related research drew on a large, longitudinal database incorporating administrative data
from several sources, and three waves of data from a longitudinal survey, the Survey of Wisconsin Works
Families. The CSDE was completed in several phases, largely corresponding to experiment and policy

changes.

Phase 1: The Primary Experimental Results

These results appear in the Phase 1 Final Report, completed after the end of the initial random
assignment. Volume One [1] of this report includes the most comprehensive analyses of outcomes found
in the experimental evaluation. Using data from the first two waves of the survey of W-2 families, it
covers both direct effects on child support paid and received, and such potential secondary effects as
mothers’ and fathers” employment and earnings, parents’ interactions, and child well-being.

For both the experimental and control groups, the amount of support increased as time passed.
The experimental group received more child support in each of three years, with a difference of $138 in

the first year. The impact was larger among some subgroups, including those who had not received AFDC



in the past two years (a difference of $156) and those who had a child support order at entry (a difference
of $190).

This impact largely reflects the mechanical effects of the policy change, in which experimental-
group mothers receive the full amount paid and control-group mothers do not receive the full amount if
they receive W-2 benefits. We also find small, but statistically significant differences in the percentage of
fathers who paid support, and thus the percentage of mothers who receive support. The proportion of
mothers receiving support increases over time. Those in the full pass-through and disregard group are
more likely to receive support in each year, though by the third year the difference is no longer
statistically significant at conventional levels. Among those mothers who had not received AFDC in the
prior two years, the impact was particularly large, with 35 percent of experimental-group mothers
receiving support in the first year, compared to 30 percent of those in the control group. In subsequent
work, we have found that not only was there an effect on whether fathers paid support, there was also an
effect on how much fathers paid [28].

We also find significantly higher rates of paternity establishment in the first year for the
experimental group. Among the nearly 15,000 nonmarital children who did not have a legal father when
they entered W-2, 17.2 percent had paternity established by the end of the first year, compared to 15.7
percent of those in the control group. The difference disappeared by the end of the second year. Similar to
the other outcomes, the difference is particularly large for those who had not recently received AFDC. In
summary, a full pass-through and disregard is associated with faster paternity establishment, but not with
a long-term increase.

While there are differences in some components of government costs, we find no difference in
overall government costs between the experimental and control groups. Although more child support is
passed through to those in the experimental group, not all of this is at the expense of government, since
some consists of additional support that would not have been paid in the absence of the full pass-through

and disregard. More importantly, the reform also generated cost savings in other areas, especially in W-2



cash payments. Finally, our estimates of cost differences do not consider the administrative savings that

may have resulted from a simpler child support system.

Phase 2: Longer-Term Outcomes for Families

The Phase 2 Final Report [7] presents longer-term outcomes for two groups: (1) the first cohort of
families (those included in the Phase 1 report), and (2) a second cohort of randomly assigned families that
entered W-2 six months or more after the first group. The report covers three to four years of experience
with the new policy. Evaluation continued to demonstrate that the pass-through and disregard policy
increased child support receipts. Because the later cohort entered after some improvements in W-2 and
child support pass-through policy implementation, we had hypothesized that there would be a stronger

experimental effect among this group. For the most part, we did not see that effect.

THE END OF RANDOM ASSIGNMENT

Beginning July 1999, all new families entering W-2 received the full pass-through and disregard.
Among families already receiving W-2, those cases previously assigned to the control group continued to
receive a partial pass-through and disregard until July 2002. At that point all cases, new and old, began to
receive the full pass-through and disregard. These changes defined two additional cohorts of families
receiving the full pass-through and disregard—those entering during a time of transition, when some
older cases still received a partial pass-through and disregard, and those entering during a time when all

cases received the full pass-through and disregard.

COMPARISONS OF OUTCOMES IN THE ORIGINAL AND EXTENDED EVALUATION

The final annual report [25], completed as part of the extended evaluation, describes findings
from six years of observations for the original two randomly assigned cohorts of families, and two to five
years of observations for the two later-entering cohorts that received the full pass-through and disregard.

The report corroborates results from the earlier years of the experiment that showed faster paternity



establishment and child support payments. It also shows that most of the experimental effects did not
persist, likely because families moved quickly off W-2 cash assistance and were only briefly exposed to
differences in the experimental treatments.

The finding of limited longer-range effects does not necessarily mean that the full pass-through
and disregard policy has not been beneficial. The narrow differences separating the partial pass-through
and disregard as defined in the evaluation and the full pass-through and disregard received by most
families mean that all W-2 cases in Wisconsin have benefited from a fairly generous disregard policy,

compared to the no-disregard policy used in the majority of states.

THE NONEXPERIMENTAL EVALUATIONS: CONTEXTS FOR THE EXPERIMENTAL
EVALUATION

In the CSDE, nonexperimental approaches were used to further explore potential effects of pass-
through and disregard policy. The nonexperimental evaluations in the CSDE included four main
components: three quantitative analyses that used both national and Wisconsin-specific data sources [6]
and an ethnographic study of fathers of children in W-2 families [5]. Overall, the results of these analyses
support the conclusion that increasing the pass-through and disregard will increase paternity
establishment and payment and receipt of child support. They are discussed in the Report on
Nonexperimental Analyses and compared to the original experimental findings [4].

Experimental and nonexperimental evaluations have different strengths. A key limitation of
experimental designs is that they provide information only on the comparison of the policy regimes
actually tested; they tell us little about the effects of other potential policies. Currently, most states retain
all child support, and in those that pass-through and disregard some amount, the typical amount is $50 per
month. Thus the results of the Wisconsin experimental design, which rely on a comparison of a full pass-
through and disregard with a pass-through/disregard of the greater of $50 or 41 percent, cannot provide
direct information on the effect of a full pass-through and disregard compared to full retention or

compared to a straight $50 per month pass-through and disregard. In related research we compared



outcomes as pass-through and disregard policies varied across states and over time [4, 22]. In theory, this
approach should enable us to estimate the effects of the full range of pass-through and disregard policies
observed. The key limitation to this analysis is the possibility that even after controlling for other
observable factors, the groups facing different regimes differ in ways other than the pass-through and
disregard policy.

An ethnographic study [5] provided a detailed description of the experience of African American
fathers of children in W-2 Families. The study showed that the men had little understanding of child
support policy. It also showed that many fathers were very involved in their children’s lives, and were
willing to participate in the child support system but wanted their child support payments to provide a
more direct benefit to their children.

The nonexperiemental results were largely consistent with the experimental results. The
guantitative analysis found that a larger pass-through and disregard is associated with a statistically
significant increase in the rate of paternity establishment and a small statistically significant increase in
the proportion of cases with collections. Taken as a whole, the results support the conclusion that
increasing the pass-through and disregard will not only increase the receipt of child support (a mechanical
effect), but will also increase the probability of payment of child support (a behavioral effect) and may

affect the amount paid.

BROADENING THE SCOPE OF CSDE RESEARCH

In addition to the experimental and nonexperimental evaluations, the CSDE included a range of
related research drawing from the core administrative and survey data, from ethnographic and field

research, and from specialized data collection.

Understanding the Effects of a Full Pass-Through and Disregard

The most recent CSDE research efforts have increased the scope of the research. For example, the

original evaluation included a process and implementation analysis [1, 3] which documented the



challenges of explaining the new child support policy, especially in the context of a dramatic welfare
reform. Building on this work, we completed a series of studies of participants’ understanding of the
policy change.

We examined participants’ knowledge of child support policy rules and found that many parents
do not fully understand the policy. We found evidence that child support agency staff provided useful
information, and that those mothers who reported having heard media information were also better
informed, which suggests that there are ways to directly improve policy knowledge [11, 16]. Our findings
also suggest that the effects of the experiment would have been larger had the policy been better
understood [11].

A report which examined workers’ knowledge of policy rules [17] found that staff in Milwaukee
County, which had the largest concentration of families affected by the policy, believed that adoption of
the full pass-through and disregard has increased custodial parents’ cooperation in the establishment of
child support. Staff in several counties also noted that the pass-through and disregard policy facilitates the
efforts of W-2 case managers to build constructive relationships with program applicants.

Two studies featuring focus groups and extensive interviews with white, black, and Latino
families in Wisconsin [20, 21] found that both custodial and noncustodial parents were familiar with the
pass-through and disregard policy in 2005, in contrast to the lack of knowledge found in a similar study of
fathers in 1999 [5]. It was also clearer to participants in 2005 than in the earlier study that the policy
benefited families.

A report examining the experiences of the American Indian population served by Wisconsin’s W-
2 program [24] looked at this subgroup of the population within its unique context of demographics,
socioeconomic status, and different regulatory jurisdictions (e.g., tribal courts), and found that it differed
substantially from the non-Indian W-2 population.

Other CSDE reports focusing on the effects of the full pass-through and disregard include a cost-
benefit analysis [19], and a difference-in-difference analysis [18]. The cost-benefit analysis found that the

majority of the net cost of the policy to the federal government of around $9.8 million over nearly six



years is due simply to the loss of the federal share of child support that is passed through, and that the
policy results in a net savings to the state of approximately $7.7 million over the same period largely
because of lower average child care subsidies for those in the full pass-through and disregard group. The
difference-in-difference analysis made use of the opportunity provided by the end of the child support
pass-through experiment to assess the changes in outcomes for custodial and noncustodial parents
associated with the full pass-through and disregard policy. We found consistently larger changes for those
in the group formerly receiving the partial pass-through, but only the difference arising from the

mechanical effect of the change to full pass-through on child support received was statistically significant.

Family Well-Being and Family Dynamics

Volume 2 of the Phase 1 report [2] documented welfare, child support, employment and a range
of other indicators of family well-being for W-2 participants over the first two years of the program.
Researchers found, for example, that despite the difficulties they faced, custodial parents had high levels
of employment and substantial growth in employment and earnings over the short period considered.
Average family income increased, and receipt of cash assistance payments declined dramatically over the
first 24 months after families entered W-2. Subsequent analysis built on this work examining longer-term
outcomes and special populations.

An analysis of the effects of the full pass-through and disregard on marriage, cohabitation, and
living arrangements [23] found evidence that mothers receiving the full pass-through and disregard were
less likely to be cohabiting with men who were not the father of their children, and were more likely to be
single.

Several projects used ethnographic research to provide a more detailed understanding of the
interactions of welfare and child support policies and the implications for family well-being. An
examination of mothers’ family networks and livelihood [14] documented the complex family care

responsibilities, health and other issues that shape participation in work.



An analysis of W-2 cases that transitioned to SSI caretaker cases [13], included a quantitative
analysis which found that recipients of the SSI caretaker supplement were better off than before they
entered the program, as well as a qualitative analysis which found that the population remains

disadvantaged even while receiving the supplements, and continues to face many challenges.

Understanding Complicated Families

The original CSDE evaluation found that many W-2 families had a very complex family and
household structure, including multiple children and also multiple fathers. Later CSDE projects focused
on understanding complicated families and related policy.

An analysis of the implications of complicated families for child support policy [8] found that
family complexity resulting from multiple-partner fertility is quite common, and suggests that states’
child support policies need to reflect this complexity.

An exploration of legal issues arising for complicated families [12] identified and analyzed cross-
state variation in how guidelines treat additional dependents resulting from multiple-partner fertility.

The inevitable challenges inherent in designing a coherent policy for complex families were
explored in related research [26, 27].

Finally, an ethnographic study of the experiences of families in other states [15] suggested that
low levels of child support payments by low-income fathers are more likely attributable to low resources
than to multiple-partner fertility. In the absence of support from their child’s father, most mothers worked

in low-wage jobs, and many had a new partner contributing key economic resources.

Child Support Enforcement Projects

With the data collected for the CSDE, we have also been able to explore several topics that help
us understand the lives of TANF families and the potential role played by child support. Two projects
provide important background information on child support enforcement. The results of an analysis of the

effect of child support arrears on subsequent payments [9] suggest that lying-in orders in particular, but



10

not high arrears in general, contribute to reduced child support compliance among fathers of W-2
children. Another study found little evidence that child support enforcement efforts had any effect on

nonmarital fertility or marriage [10].

WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS

Wisconsin’s child support pass-through and disregard policy changed again in January 2006; the
Federal waiver that permitted the CSDE has expired, and the full-pass through is being phased out. This
most recent change falls outside the scope of the CSDE. At the same time, Federal policy is changing in
ways to encourage other states to follow Wisconsin’s original innovative approach. The 2006 TANF
reauthorization allows states to pass-through and disregard the first $100 per month of child support for
one child families, and $200 per month for larger families without reimbursing the Federal government

for its share of the support. The results of the CSDE demonstrate the potential advantages of this policy.
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All CSDE reports and related child support reports are available at
http://www.irp.wisc.edu/research/childsup.htm.
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The Child Support Demonstration Evaluation Research Summary

Under the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) program, states were given greater flexibility in determining how to distribute child support paid on behalf of children whose mothers were receiving welfare payments. The Wisconsin approach was unique. Wisconsin alone allowed all child support paid by noncustodial parents to pass through to the family and disregarded such payments in calculating welfare benefits; most other states decided to retain all the child support paid to offset welfare payments. This policy was put in place in 1997, as part of the original Wisconsin Works (W-2) program.

The Wisconsin policy was the subject of a full evaluation from its inception. The Child Support Demonstration Evaluation (CSDE), conducted by the Institute for Research on Poverty, included several primary components: a statewide random assignment experimental evaluation; quantitative nonexperimental evaluations using Wisconsin and national data on child support policies; analyses of policy implementation and monitoring; and qualitative explorations of family dynamics and responses to the new state policies. The results of all these analyses are summarized here.

The Policy Context


In 1996, the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act (PRWORA) ended Aid to Families with Dependent Children (AFDC), and gave states substantial flexibility in designing replacement programs. Under the old program rules, most states passed through to recipient families the first $50 of child support collected each month, and disregarded this amount in calculating AFDC benefits. Any child support above $50 was, however, retained by the state and federal governments. The new program, TANF, allowed states to set their own policies regarding the state’s share of child support payments (the federal government continued to retain its share). Under TANF rules, most states chose to retain the entire amount of child support collected, passing none of the money on to the custodial parent and children. 

Under a federal waiver received in 1997, Wisconsin was allowed to implement a different policy as part of W-2. Families were able to receive the full amount of monthly child support collected (“full pass-through”), and all of that child support income was ignored in the determination of W-2 eligibility (“full disregard”). 

The CSDE Experimental Evaluation


The evaluation of the Wisconsin policy began shortly after the program itself went into operation. The central component of the CSDE was a random-assignment evaluation; most W-2 families received a full pass-through and disregard of monthly child support, but some child support was withheld from a randomly selected control group. This approach allowed evaluators to attribute any observed differences in outcomes between the two groups to the difference in the treatment of child support. The experimental evaluation and related research drew on a large, longitudinal database incorporating administrative data from several sources, and three waves of data from a longitudinal survey, the Survey of Wisconsin Works Families. The CSDE was completed in several phases, largely corresponding to experiment and policy changes.

Phase 1: The Primary Experimental Results 


These results appear in the Phase 1 Final Report, completed after the end of the initial random assignment. Volume One [1] of this report includes the most comprehensive analyses of outcomes found in the experimental evaluation. Using data from the first two waves of the survey of W-2 families, it covers both direct effects on child support paid and received, and such potential secondary effects as mothers’ and fathers’ employment and earnings, parents’ interactions, and child well-being. 

For both the experimental and control groups, the amount of support increased as time passed. The experimental group received more child support in each of three years, with a difference of $138 in the first year. The impact was larger among some subgroups, including those who had not received AFDC in the past two years (a difference of $156) and those who had a child support order at entry (a difference of $190). 

This impact largely reflects the mechanical effects of the policy change, in which experimental-group mothers receive the full amount paid and control-group mothers do not receive the full amount if they receive W-2 benefits. We also find small, but statistically significant differences in the percentage of fathers who paid support, and thus the percentage of mothers who receive support. The proportion of mothers receiving support increases over time. Those in the full pass-through and disregard group are more likely to receive support in each year, though by the third year the difference is no longer statistically significant at conventional levels. Among those mothers who had not received AFDC in the prior two years, the impact was particularly large, with 35 percent of experimental-group mothers receiving support in the first year, compared to 30 percent of those in the control group. In subsequent work, we have found that not only was there an effect on whether fathers paid support, there was also an effect on how much fathers paid [28].

We also find significantly higher rates of paternity establishment in the first year for the experimental group. Among the nearly 15,000 nonmarital children who did not have a legal father when they entered W-2, 17.2 percent had paternity established by the end of the first year, compared to 15.7 percent of those in the control group. The difference disappeared by the end of the second year. Similar to the other outcomes, the difference is particularly large for those who had not recently received AFDC. In summary, a full pass-through and disregard is associated with faster paternity establishment, but not with a long-term increase. 


While there are differences in some components of government costs, we find no difference in overall government costs between the experimental and control groups. Although more child support is passed through to those in the experimental group, not all of this is at the expense of government, since some consists of additional support that would not have been paid in the absence of the full pass-through and disregard. More importantly, the reform also generated cost savings in other areas, especially in W-2 cash payments. Finally, our estimates of cost differences do not consider the administrative savings that may have resulted from a simpler child support system. 

Phase 2: Longer-Term Outcomes for Families


The Phase 2 Final Report [7] presents longer-term outcomes for two groups: (1) the first cohort of families (those included in the Phase 1 report), and (2) a second cohort of randomly assigned families that entered W-2 six months or more after the first group. The report covers three to four years of experience with the new policy. Evaluation continued to demonstrate that the pass-through and disregard policy increased child support receipts. Because the later cohort entered after some improvements in W-2 and child support pass-through policy implementation, we had hypothesized that there would be a stronger experimental effect among this group. For the most part, we did not see that effect.


The End of Random Assignment


Beginning July 1999, all new families entering W-2 received the full pass-through and disregard. Among families already receiving W-2, those cases previously assigned to the control group continued to receive a partial pass-through and disregard until July 2002. At that point all cases, new and old, began to receive the full pass-through and disregard. These changes defined two additional cohorts of families receiving the full pass-through and disregard(those entering during a time of transition, when some older cases still received a partial pass-through and disregard, and those entering during a time when all cases received the full pass-through and disregard. 

Comparisons of Outcomes in the Original and Extended Evaluation

The final annual report [25], completed as part of the extended evaluation, describes findings from six years of observations for the original two randomly assigned cohorts of families, and two to five years of observations for the two later-entering cohorts that received the full pass-through and disregard. The report corroborates results from the earlier years of the experiment that showed faster paternity establishment and child support payments. It also shows that most of the experimental effects did not persist, likely because families moved quickly off W-2 cash assistance and were only briefly exposed to differences in the experimental treatments. 

The finding of limited longer-range effects does not necessarily mean that the full pass-through and disregard policy has not been beneficial. The narrow differences separating the partial pass-through and disregard as defined in the evaluation and the full pass-through and disregard received by most families mean that all W-2 cases in Wisconsin have benefited from a fairly generous disregard policy, compared to the no-disregard policy used in the majority of states.

The Nonexperimental Evaluations: Contexts for the Experimental Evaluation


In the CSDE, nonexperimental approaches were used to further explore potential effects of pass-through and disregard policy. The nonexperimental evaluations in the CSDE included four main components: three quantitative analyses that used both national and Wisconsin-specific data sources [6] and an ethnographic study of fathers of children in W-2 families [5]. Overall, the results of these analyses support the conclusion that increasing the pass-through and disregard will increase paternity establishment and payment and receipt of child support. They are discussed in the Report on Nonexperimental Analyses and compared to the original experimental findings [4]. 

Experimental and nonexperimental evaluations have different strengths. A key limitation of experimental designs is that they provide information only on the comparison of the policy regimes actually tested; they tell us little about the effects of other potential policies. Currently, most states retain all child support, and in those that pass-through and disregard some amount, the typical amount is $50 per month. Thus the results of the Wisconsin experimental design, which rely on a comparison of a full pass-through and disregard with a pass-through/disregard of the greater of $50 or 41 percent, cannot provide direct information on the effect of a full pass-through and disregard compared to full retention or compared to a straight $50 per month pass-through and disregard. In related research we compared outcomes as pass-through and disregard policies varied across states and over time [4, 22]. In theory, this approach should enable us to estimate the effects of the full range of pass-through and disregard policies observed. The key limitation to this analysis is the possibility that even after controlling for other observable factors, the groups facing different regimes differ in ways other than the pass-through and disregard policy.  

An ethnographic study [5] provided a detailed description of the experience of African American fathers of children in W-2 Families. The study showed that the men had little understanding of child support policy. It also showed that many fathers were very involved in their children’s lives, and were willing to participate in the child support system but wanted their child support payments to provide a more direct benefit to their children.

The nonexperiemental results were largely consistent with the experimental results. The quantitative analysis found that a larger pass-through and disregard is associated with a statistically significant increase in the rate of paternity establishment and a small statistically significant increase in the proportion of cases with collections. Taken as a whole, the results support the conclusion that increasing the pass-through and disregard will not only increase the receipt of child support (a mechanical effect), but will also increase the probability of payment of child support (a behavioral effect) and may affect the amount paid. 

Broadening the Scope of CSDE Research

In addition to the experimental and nonexperimental evaluations, the CSDE included a range of related research drawing from the core administrative and survey data, from ethnographic and field research, and from specialized data collection. 

Understanding the Effects of a Full Pass-Through and Disregard

The most recent CSDE research efforts have increased the scope of the research. For example, the original evaluation included a process and implementation analysis [1, 3] which documented the challenges of explaining the new child support policy, especially in the context of a dramatic welfare reform. Building on this work, we completed a series of studies of participants’ understanding of the policy change. 


We examined participants’ knowledge of child support policy rules and found that many parents do not fully understand the policy. We found evidence that child support agency staff provided useful information, and that those mothers who reported having heard media information were also better informed, which suggests that there are ways to directly improve policy knowledge [11, 16]. Our findings also suggest that the effects of the experiment would have been larger had the policy been better understood [11].

A report which examined workers’ knowledge of policy rules [17] found that staff in Milwaukee County, which had the largest concentration of families affected by the policy, believed that adoption of the full pass-through and disregard has increased custodial parents’ cooperation in the establishment of child support. Staff in several counties also noted that the pass-through and disregard policy facilitates the efforts of W-2 case managers to build constructive relationships with program applicants. 

Two studies featuring focus groups and extensive interviews with white, black, and Latino families in Wisconsin [20, 21] found that both custodial and noncustodial parents were familiar with the pass-through and disregard policy in 2005, in contrast to the lack of knowledge found in a similar study of fathers in 1999 [5]. It was also clearer to participants in 2005 than in the earlier study that the policy benefited families. 

A report examining the experiences of the American Indian population served by Wisconsin’s W-2 program [24] looked at this subgroup of the population within its unique context of demographics, socioeconomic status, and different regulatory jurisdictions (e.g., tribal courts), and found that it differed substantially from the non-Indian W-2 population. 

Other CSDE reports focusing on the effects of the full pass-through and disregard include a cost-benefit analysis [19], and a difference-in-difference analysis [18]. The cost-benefit analysis found that the majority of the net cost of the policy to the federal government of around $9.8 million over nearly six years is due simply to the loss of the federal share of child support that is passed through, and that the policy results in a net savings to the state of approximately $7.7 million over the same period largely because of lower average child care subsidies for those in the full pass-through and disregard group. The difference-in-difference analysis made use of the opportunity provided by the end of the child support pass-through experiment to assess the changes in outcomes for custodial and noncustodial parents associated with the full pass-through and disregard policy. We found consistently larger changes for those in the group formerly receiving the partial pass-through, but only the difference arising from the mechanical effect of the change to full pass-through on child support received was statistically significant.

Family Well-Being and Family Dynamics

Volume 2 of the Phase 1 report [2] documented welfare, child support, employment and a range of other indicators of family well-being for W-2 participants over the first two years of the program. Researchers found, for example, that despite the difficulties they faced, custodial parents had high levels of employment and substantial growth in employment and earnings over the short period considered. Average family income increased, and receipt of cash assistance payments declined dramatically over the first 24 months after families entered W-2. Subsequent analysis built on this work examining longer-term outcomes and special populations. 


An analysis of the effects of the full pass-through and disregard on marriage, cohabitation, and living arrangements [23] found evidence that mothers receiving the full pass-through and disregard were less likely to be cohabiting with men who were not the father of their children, and were more likely to be single. 

Several projects used ethnographic research to provide a more detailed understanding of the interactions of welfare and child support policies and the implications for family well-being. An examination of mothers’ family networks and livelihood [14] documented the complex family care responsibilities, health and other issues that shape participation in work. 

An analysis of W-2 cases that transitioned to SSI caretaker cases [13], included a quantitative analysis which found that recipients of the SSI caretaker supplement were better off than before they entered the program, as well as a qualitative analysis which found that the population remains disadvantaged even while receiving the supplements, and continues to face many challenges. 

Understanding Complicated Families

The original CSDE evaluation found that many W-2 families had a very complex family and household structure, including multiple children and also multiple fathers. Later CSDE projects focused on understanding complicated families and related policy. 


An analysis of the implications of complicated families for child support policy [8] found that family complexity resulting from multiple-partner fertility is quite common, and suggests that states’ child support policies need to reflect this complexity. 

An exploration of legal issues arising for complicated families [12] identified and analyzed cross-state variation in how guidelines treat additional dependents resulting from multiple-partner fertility. 

The inevitable challenges inherent in designing a coherent policy for complex families were explored in related research [26, 27].  

Finally, an ethnographic study of the experiences of families in other states [15] suggested that low levels of child support payments by low-income fathers are more likely attributable to low resources than to multiple-partner fertility. In the absence of support from their child’s father, most mothers worked in low-wage jobs, and many had a new partner contributing key economic resources.

Child Support Enforcement Projects

With the data collected for the CSDE, we have also been able to explore several topics that help us understand the lives of TANF families and the potential role played by child support. Two projects provide important background information on child support enforcement. The results of an analysis of the effect of child support arrears on subsequent payments [9] suggest that lying-in orders in particular, but not high arrears in general, contribute to reduced child support compliance among fathers of W-2 children. Another study found little evidence that child support enforcement efforts had any effect on nonmarital fertility or marriage [10].


What the Future Holds


Wisconsin’s child support pass-through and disregard policy changed again in January 2006; the Federal waiver that permitted the CSDE has expired, and the full-pass through is being phased out. This most recent change falls outside the scope of the CSDE. At the same time, Federal policy is changing in ways to encourage other states to follow Wisconsin’s original innovative approach. The 2006 TANF reauthorization allows states to pass-through and disregard the first $100 per month of child support for one child families, and $200 per month for larger families without reimbursing the Federal government for its share of the support. The results of the CSDE demonstrate the potential advantages of this policy.

All CSDE reports and related child support reports are available at http://www.irp.wisc.edu/research/childsup.htm.
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