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How Did the 2004 Change in Wisconsin’s Guidelines 
Affect Child Support Payments? 

I. INTRODUCTION 

Effective January 1, 2004, Wisconsin’s child support guidelines were changed so that payers who 

had low or high incomes could face lower child support orders than had earlier been the case. The child 

support guidelines that took effect on January 1, 2004, provided that courts have the option of using tables 

developed for low- and high-income payers, or of using the traditional guidelines, in cases when the 

child’s placement is entirely with the other parent. The method of calculating child support in cases with 

placement shared between parents was also changed to allow for reductions in child support for parents 

with placement for at least 25 percent of the time, instead of the previously established 30 percent of the 

time. 

An earlier IRP report (Rothe et al. 2007) noted that about 41 percent of all orders established in 

the period from 2002 through 2006 were set in compliance with Wisconsin’s guidelines, although this 

figure varied substantially depending on the type of case (adjudicated paternity, voluntarily acknowledged 

paternity or divorce). The report further documented that orders set before January 1, 2004, were more 

likely to comply with the old guidelines than were the orders set after that date to comply with the new 

guidelines. Finally, the report noted that the pattern of noncompliance (whether above or below the 

guidelines) changed after 2004, especially for divorce cases. The authors hypothesized that a variety of 

factors might have led the courts to set or approve orders that were not compliant with the new guidelines 

that came into effect after January 2004, but the report offered no firm conclusions on that point. 

This report continues to examine changes associated with the January 2004 guidelines 

modification by focusing on payments, rather than orders. The report examines relationships between the 

payments made before and after January 1, 2004, and other variables, focusing primarily on low- and 

high-income payers in sole placement cases. Section II of the report reviews prior research and rationales 
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for changing the guidelines; Section III provides information on the data used in the analysis; Section IV 

presents findings; and Section V provides conclusions and implications for future research. 

II. PREVIOUS RESEARCH 

Wisconsin data offer little evidence that orders set at a lower percentage than Wisconsin’s pre-

2004 guidelines generate improved payment compliance, except for very low-income payers. Researchers 

have found, however, that payment compliance tended to fall as orders rose above the proportions 

stipulated in the pre-2004 guidelines. Bartfeld and Meyer (1993) found that compliance declined among 

fathers in paternity cases when the order is for more than 20 percent of their income.1 (This ratio of the 

amount owed to the payer’s income is generally referred to as the “burden.”) Meyer and Bartfeld (1996) 

found that the burden of orders did not affect compliance in divorce cases unless the order was for more 

than 35 percent of the payer’s income. In later work, Meyer (1999) found a similar pattern, although 

compliance rates for divorce cases tended to diminish at a higher burden (about 30 percent) than did those 

for paternity cases (about 20 percent). 

More recent work (Hu and Meyer, 2003) studied the question of whether total payments (as 

opposed to compliance) rise when orders are reduced. The authors found that, for all income groups 

except those in which fathers had incomes less than $10,000 per year, child support payments increase as 

the burden increases, suggesting that higher orders generally result in higher payments. In research using 

national data (a sample of mothers receiving child support between 1978 and 1985), Beller and Graham 

(1993) similarly found that the order amount was by far the most important predictor of the amount 

received. 

                                                      

1Among these fathers with very low incomes, compliance declines when the burden exceeds 15 percent of 
income.  
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Rationale for Changing the Child Support Guidelines 

Although other factors affect compliance, the research cited above suggests that most Wisconsin 

child support orders were probably not set so high before 2004 as to discourage payment, except perhaps 

among very low-income payers. Nevertheless, the existence of high rates of noncompliance and growing 

levels of arrears before 2004 led many advocates to suspect that child support guidelines resulted in 

orders so high as to discourage payment. Partly in response to these concerns, the Wisconsin Department 

of Workforce Development announced in March 2001 the formation of an advisory panel to review the 

state’s child support guidelines and make recommendations to the Department for changes in them. The 

report of the Child Support Guidelines Review Advisory Committee2 proposed reductions to the 

guidelines for low- and high-income payers. The Committee’s rationale for reducing orders for low-

income payers was to increase compliance, reduce arrears, increase emotional and financial investments 

by the payers in their children, and improve the attachment of noncustodial parents to the formal labor 

market. The rationale for proposing reductions in orders for high-income payers was to diminish the 

friction and litigation between parents, improve payers’ relationships with their children, and increase the 

ability of high-income payers to contribute to post-minority costs, such as college educations.3 The 

Committee recommended that the high-income reduction be limited to payers with incomes above 

$150,000 annually ($12,500 per month), but noted that payers with incomes somewhat below that level 

might also benefit from reduced orders associated with the reduction in the shared placement threshold. 

The final guidelines, as approved by the Wisconsin Legislature, set the income thresholds at $950 

per month for low-income payers and $7,000 per month for high income payers. The new guidelines 

allowed courts to reduce orders for payers with incomes below or above those amounts. Guidelines for 

                                                      

2See Department of Workforce Development (2002). 
3Some research has been done on perceptions of fairness in regard to child support obligations. See, e.g., 

Schaeffer (1990); Bergmann and Wetchler (1995); Coleman, et al. (1999); Lin and McLanahan (2007). These 
authors postulate that parents may be more likely to pay child support if the amount ordered is perceived as fair, and 
then attempt to assess what is meant by “fair.”  
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payers with incomes between $950 and $7,000 per month generally remained unchanged, except for some 

parents with shared placement of their children. 

The remainder of this paper discusses the apparent influence of the new high- and low-income 

guidelines on payments. The report focuses primarily on sole-placement cases, in part because about half 

of all shared-placement cases in our sample have no order, and therefore have no requirement for one 

parent to make payments to the other. 

III. DATA AND METHODOLOGY 

This report uses Cohorts 23 and 24 of the Institute for Research on Poverty’s Court Record 

Dataset. These cohorts consist of a representative sample of cases collected in 21 counties4 in which the 

original petition for a child support order was filed with a court between July 1, 2002, and July 30, 2004. 

Cases had to meet the following criteria for inclusion in the CRD: 

1. The potential for child support payments exists for at least one year. 

2. There is at least one minor child who does not “age out” in less than one year after the data of the 
petition. 

3. There is a temporary order and/or a final judgment. 

For the cases in the given time period that met these criteria, all court activity was collected 

through approximately mid-2006. These data were then merged with data from KIDS; in this paper, all 

the reported owed and paid data are obtained from KIDS records. 

For this report, we begin with the sample we constructed for the companion report (Rothe et al., 

2007). As noted in that report, many cases have more than one order during the data collection period. 

When possible, we attempted to use the first final order associated with the child(ren) or the divorce 

action that caused the petition to come before the court. In a few cases we selected a temporary order, if 

that was the only order for which income information was available. 

                                                      

4The 21 counties are Calumet, Clark, Dane, Dodge, Dunn, Green, Jefferson, Juneau, Kewaunee, Marathon, 
Milwaukee, Monroe, Oneida, Ozaukee, Price, Racine, Richland, St. Croix, Sheboygan, Waukesha, and Winnebago.  
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We then deleted a number of orders to arrive at the “full” analysis sample. We deleted 336 orders 

because the collected order was a serial order; we also deleted 111 orders because there was no data 

match for them with KIDS data. We deleted 63 orders because they did not require payment for a full 

year after being set. Finally, we deleted 75 orders in which the mother was the payer, because there were 

not enough mother-payer cases to analyze. This left a total of 1829 unweighted cases in the final sample; 

in all cases, the mother has sole custody of the child(ren) and the father is the noncustodial parent. 

Using this sample we examine several outcomes potentially related to cases’ ability to pay their 

child support orders. These include measures of the noncustodial father’s earnings, the absolute size of 

the obligation, and the burden of the order (the size of the obligation compared to the payor’s earnings). 

We also examine the father’s response to these obligations: the total amount of child support he paid, his 

compliance with the order (the amount of payment compared to the amount owed), and the payment 

burden (the amount he actually paid compared to his earnings). Each outcome is measured for a full year 

following the imposition of the child support order, starting at the beginning of the quarter after the order 

date. 

Data on the amount of child support owed and paid is available from KIDS and attached to each 

CRD case record by IRP programmers; we sum the monthly amounts to create annual totals. Owed 

amounts refer only to what is owed in current child and family support each month (arrears, past support, 

and medical support are excluded). Information on father’s annual earnings is from the state’s 

Unemployment Insurance Wage Record system (UI), which receives earnings reports on most (but not 

all5) earnings in the state. Since it is possible for UI data to miss some earnings, and approximately one-

third of cases in our sample have no UI-reported earnings in the year of observation, we supplement UI 

earnings reports with the income reported in the CRD. If the father has no quarters in the UI data with 

                                                      

5Reports of earnings data are not required for workers who are self-employed, employed by the federal 
government or other exempt organizations, or by multistate companies that do not report wage records to Wisconsin. 
Earnings that occur in other states or that occur off-the-books will probably also not appear in the UI data. Earlier 
estimates of “covered” workers suggest that about 91 percent of all Wisconsin employees should have their earnings 
reported to the state.  
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reported earnings, then we use annualized income from the court record.6 Paid, owed, and earnings 

amounts are then adjusted for inflation and reported in 2003 dollars. 

Given total amounts of child support owed, paid, and father’s earnings, we then calculate the 

payment compliance and burden amounts. Payment compliance is the percentage of the child support 

owed that the father has paid. Cases showing payments higher than the total amount owed are assigned a 

compliance level of 100 percent.7 The burden of the father’s child support order is calculated as the 

percentage of his total annual earnings owed to current support. In cases where reported earnings were 

very low, we find cases in which the burden is very large (over 100 percent); because it is likely that 

many of these cases result from underestimated earnings, and because the inclusion of these cases 

(although few) had a large effect on the resulting mean burden estimate, we limit our analysis of the 

burden to those cases with at least $1000 of annual reported earnings.8 

Our primary concern is the difference in outcomes among those cases who received their child 

support order under the child support guidelines in effect before the January 1, 2004, change and those 

who received their order after the change, so all comparisons show outcomes for pre- and post-January 

2004 cases. We examine whether there are differences in outcomes and pre-post changes in outcomes for 

different types of cases based on whether they are a divorce or paternity cases, whether their order was 

consistent with the contemporaneous child support guidelines, the case location, and the father’s income 

level. We then use regression models to examine the relationship among various case characteristics and 

the outcomes when we hold other case characteristics constant. 

                                                      

6There were 213 cases with zero or missing UI income for the full year; for these cases we imputed annual 
income from information contained in the CRD. There are an additional 274 cases which had no income information 
in either the CRD or from the UI Wage Record; for these orders we assigned an annual income of $0. There were 
also 452 cases with one quarter of missing UI Wage Record data (and no CRD data); in these cases, we set income 
in the missing quarter(s) to $0 and summed over the remaining three quarters to obtain an annual income.  

7These additional payments may be going to arrears or past support payments. 
8Analysis indicated that this was the minimum cut off which eliminated cases showing burdens over 5 

times earnings. Sensitivity testing of other cutoffs ($500 and $2000) showed no differences in conclusions regarding 
pre-post differences. 
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Finally, we use an interacted model to estimate whether the January 2004 change in the child 

support guidelines had a significant effect on these outcomes. This model compares the pre-post change 

in outcomes for cases we would expect to be affected (low- and high-income cases) with changes for 

cases we would not expect to be affected (medium-income cases). 

IV. FINDINGS 

We first present tables with descriptive statistics about the payments made in our sample of 

orders. The tables contain measures of payments for orders set before January 1, 2004, in columns headed 

“Pre,” and for orders set after that date in columns headed “Post.” The measures included are the mean 

owed amount, the mean payment amount, mean earnings, the mean owed-to-earnings burden, the median 

owed-to earnings burden (for some samples), the mean payment-to-owed compliance rate, and the mean 

paid-to-earnings burden. All tables are calculated using data weighted to compensate for the over- and 

under-sampling of different types of cases that occurred during data collection; the weighted sample is 

designed to represent a randomly selected sample from the 21 counties from which data are collected. 

From all the data collected, we define three different samples, based on the type of case and the 

amount of data available for that order. After the exclusions identified in the previous section, the full 

sample consists of 974 unweighted (955 weighted) orders set before January 1, 2004, and 855 unweighted 

(870 weighted) orders set after that date.9 

The second sample is a subsample of the first and consists of orders for an amount greater than 

zero. This sample allows some additional payment measures, such as payment amount divided by owed 

amount, to be calculated. This sample contains 824 unweighted (816 weighted) pre-January 1, 2004 

orders and 727 unweighted (731 weighted) post-January 1, 2004 orders. 

                                                      

9After the CRD sample is collected, it is weighted so that the cases in our sample reflect the proportion of 
different types of cases as they occur in the actual child support caseload in the 21 CRD counties. For our analysis, 
we have chosen to weight the sample in a way that maintains roughly the same case count as the actual number of 
collected cases. We do this so that tests of statistical significance are not affected by artificially increased caseload 
sizes.  



8 

The third sample is a subsample of the second sample and consists of orders that are greater than 

zero (as in the second sample) and for which we have information that the payer’s income is greater than 

$1,000. This sample reflects our efforts to compensate for orders that were higher than seemed likely, 

given our information that the payer’s income was very low. This sample contains 562 unweighted (576 

weighted) pre-January 1, 2004, orders and 467 unweighted (454 weighted) orders from after that date. 

The data collection process, coupled with decisions we made about what cases to delete and how 

to define whether an order should be considered pre- or post-January 1, 2004, has resulted in a substantial 

change in the distribution of case types between the pre- and post- samples, with the post- sample 

showing a higher percentage of divorce cases and a lower percentage of voluntarily acknowledged 

paternities. For example, the weighted pre-January 1, 2004, full sample contains 24 percent divorce cases, 

22 percent voluntarily acknowledged paternities and 54 percent adjudicated paternities. In contrast, the 

weighted post-January 1, 2004, full sample contains 36 percent divorce cases, 10 percent voluntarily 

acknowledged paternities and 54 percent adjudicated paternities. 

This compositional change appears to stem from the longer time between the initial court petition 

and the date of the child support order in divorce and adjudicated paternities than is the case for voluntary 

paternities.10 As a consequence, a higher proportion of divorces and adjudicated paternities that had an 

initial petition date before January 1, 2004, have an order set after that date. Whereas 45 percent of 

divorce cases and 27 percent of paternity cases that had an initial petition date before January 1, 2004, had 

an order data later than that, only 10 percent of voluntarily acknowledged paternities with an initial 

petition date before 2004 had their order set in 2004 or later. 

                                                      

10No orders in voluntary paternity cases took more than 52 weeks from petition date to order date; in 
contrast, 55 orders in divorce cases and 27 orders in adjudicated paternity cases took more than 52 weeks from 
petition date to order date. Payment and earnings measures for orders that took longer than 52 weeks do not vary 
significantly from those for orders taking less than 52 weeks. We have no evidence that these delayed cases 
represent a strategic effort by payers to obtain a more favorable order by waiting for the new guidelines to take 
effect.  
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In some of the following tables, this compositional shift between the pre- and post-January 1, 

2004 samples creates comparisons that are not intuitively obvious. However, we control for the 

distributional differences in the regression analyses that follow. 

Table 1 presents payment measures for all three samples. The first panel shows all cases 

combined; the second, third and fourth panels show the disaggregation of these measures according to 

type of case. The impacts of the changing samples are as we would expect. By deleting all zero orders, the 

mean owed and payment amounts are higher in the “Owe>$0” sample than in the “All orders” sample. 

The amounts are still higher in the third sample, “Owe>$0 and Earnings>$1000.”The table shows how 

these measures change between the pre- and post-January 1, 2004, orders. The results in the top panel, 

which combines divorce and paternity cases, should be interpreted with caution. Because the elapsed time 

from initial petition to order is longer for divorce and adjudicated paternity cases, they are over-

represented in the “post” period. Therefore, the first panel confounds differences by case type 

(divorce/paternity) and changes over time (pre/post). The top panel shows that for all three samples, the 

mean owed, mean payment amounts, and mean earnings are higher after January, 2004. However, much 

of the apparent pre/post difference is actually due to the greater proportion of divorce cases in the post 

period. 

Once we have disaggregated by type of case (in the bottom three panels), few changes between 

pre- and post-periods are statistically significant. Only mean earnings for the voluntary paternity cases 

differ significantly from the pre- to the post-period. Moreover, the direction of the changes for this 

variable (and some others) is reversed from that shown in the top panel. That is, the significant change in 

mean earnings for the first two samples (“all” and “owe > $0”) now decline from the period before 

January 1, 2004, to the period afterwards. 

There is relatively little change (and no changes that are significant) for mean amount owed and 

mean payment amount in divorce cases, regardless of which sample is used. We might expect to see more 

of a decline for divorce cases in the amounts owed (rather than the small increase that appears for the 
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entire sample and the Owe>$0 and Earnings >$1000), but the changes in mean earnings are also not 

significant.11  

There are no significant changes in the mean burden for any case type.12 Similarly, there are no 

significant differences in the mean compliance or mean payment burden for any disaggregated case type, 

using any sample. Thus, it appears that once we disaggregate the sample by case type, very little 

consequential change occurred between the pre-January 1, 2004, sample and the sample with orders set 

after that date. In subsequent tables we examine the data through the filter of NCP earnings and by 

urban/rural county groupings to see if this pattern of essentially no impact from the guidelines 

amendments continues to be present. 

Table 2 shows the samples disaggregated by income levels at the time of the order in categories 

that reflect the guidelines revisions. For obligors with incomes below $950 per month, the table shows 

two rows: obligors with zero income and obligors with low income.13 Because of the importance of case 

type in understanding potential changes, Table 2 displays three main panels, one each for divorce, 

voluntary paternity and adjudicated paternity. All panels in Table 2 are shown using the sample “owe > 

$0,” except that for measures of burden, the sample “owe > $0, earnings > $1000” is used.14 

Table 2 shows very little significant change between orders set prior to January 1, 2004, and those 

set after that date. All significant changes are confined to low-income payers, although the patterns vary 

somewhat by type of case. Among low-income divorce cases, a very large and significant increase in the 

mean payment amount occurred. An increase in mean payment amount also occurred among voluntary 

                                                      

11Another possible explanation for the stability of amounts owed and paid in divorce cases is that Rothe et 
al. (2007) finds that orders in divorce cases were sometimes set higher than the new guidelines after January 1, 
2004. 

12Even the very large difference between the pre-and post-mean burden for divorce cases in the entire 
sample is not statistically significant. This large difference results from very high burdens that result for those payers 
with very low incomes and high orders. This apparent wide variation is eliminated once those with earnings ≤ $1000 
are removed from the sample.  

13To establish income at the time the order is set, we use only income data from the CRD.  
14This eliminates the distortion caused by the presence of a few cases with extremely (and unrealistically) 

high burdens. 
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and adjudicated paternities, but the increases are not significant. This occurs despite a significant decline 

in mean earnings for low-income payers in both types of paternity cases. Mean earnings also decline for 

low-income payers in divorce cases, although this decrease is not significant. The effect of the increased 

payment and declining earnings yields a substantial increase in mean payment burden for low-income 

payers, and the increases are statistically significant for divorce and voluntary paternity cases. 

There are no statistically significant changes among medium- or high-income payers. Most 

divorce and voluntary paternity cases fall into the medium-income category; most adjudicated paternity 

cases are in the low-income category. Consequently, for the majority of divorce and voluntary paternity 

cases, there is little evidence of any impact associated with the modified guidelines. 

Table 3 disaggregates the samples by county groups, using the same classifications (based on a 

“Beale-code” urban-rural continuum15) as was used in the Rothe et al. (2007) paper. Again because of the 

importance of the type of case, Table 3 uses the same breakdown as did Table 2. Outcomes are shown 

separately for divorce, voluntary paternity and adjudicated paternity. 

Disaggregating by county groups does not provide much additional information. Although there 

are changes in the pre- and post-January 1, 2004 divorce groups, none is significant. Among adjudicated 

paternity cases, mean earnings for Milwaukee payers decline significantly. Because the mean payment 

amount is essentially unchanged, the mean payment burden increases significantly. There are no 

significant changes for other urban/rural groupings. 

For voluntary paternity cases, significant declines occurred in earnings for payers in the small 

urban and rural counties. These declines are the only significant changes for payers in this type of case. 

Overall, the disaggregation of cases by urban/rural grouping appears to verify the relative lack of change 

between orders set before and after January 1, 2004.

                                                      

15Beale Codes are available on the U.S. Department of Agriculture web site at: 
http://www.ers.usda.gov/Data/RuralUrbanContinuumCodes/2003/ 
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These descriptive tables appear to show that, for most non-custodial fathers, relatively little 

change in payment outcomes occurred in orders set before and after January 1, 2004, with the possible 

exception of low-income payers. Because low-income payers were a target group in the revision of the 

guidelines, we turn next to a series of regression models to attempt to determine how other factors may be 

affecting the payment measures shown in the descriptive tables. The next section controls simultaneously 

for a variety of these changes in an effort to better isolate the intervening factors. 

Regression Models 

To address concerns that differences in the descriptive outcomes may reflect differences in the 

characteristics of the pre- and post-January 1, 2004, samples, Table 4 shows regressions that allow an 

examination of the relationship between case characteristics and child support outcomes while holding the 

other characteristics constant. 

Regression models are presented for five outcomes measured over the year after the order was 

set: the amount of child support owed by a non-custodial father, the amount of child support paid, father 

earnings, father compliance levels (how much of his order was paid), and the burden of child support 

obligations (how much of father earnings were owed in current support).16  

On the left hand side of the table is the list of explanatory variables which are used in each model. 

Under the heading for each outcome are two columns; the left-hand column (titled “Coeff.”) displays the 

coefficient from the regression model for that explanatory variable, indicating how each variable is 

related to the outcome. A positive coefficient indicates that individuals with this characteristic tend to 

have a higher result in the outcomes; negative coefficients show they tend to have a lower result. Figures 

in bold are different from zero by a statistically significant amount. 

In the first panel, orders that were set after January 1, 2004, when the guidelines changed, are no 

different from those set before. We would have expected the new guidelines to have resulted in lower 
                                                      

16The models for all outcomes use the logged outcome to account for the long tails in the distribution of 
outcomes. The long tails may bias the results of the regression if not corrected by use of a log-transformation. 
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owed amounts in general (as they reduced the expected order amount for some groups and kept others the 

same), but as in the descriptive analysis in Table 2, once we control for the pre-post compositional 

differences, there is no change in the amounts owed associated with the guidelines change.17 Father’s 

earnings and payment amounts do decline significantly in the post-change period, but the lack of any 

significant change in the amounts owed results in no differences in compliance rates or the burden level. 

In the next panel down, the regression results show the relationship between deviations from the 

guidelines and each outcome. Once other characteristics of the case are taken into account, cases that 

received an order that deviated above or below the child support guideline do not owe significantly 

different amounts of child support. Even though we do not see the expected effects of guideline deviation 

on the amount of child support owed, we do find that orders below the guidelines pay significantly less 

and those above the guidelines pay more. This may reflect the selectivity of judges in reducing order 

amounts for those who appear less able or likely to pay and raising orders for those more likely to pay. 

Orders above the guidelines are associated with significantly lower levels of post-order earnings. There is 

no significant difference between guideline-consistent orders and above- or below-guideline orders in the 

father’s compliance with the order. Orders about which we lack information about deviation from the 

guidelines at the time of the order (“Missing”) have significantly lower orders, income and compliance. 

Unsurprisingly, the burden of above-guidelines orders is higher, and that of below-guidelines orders is 

lower, than for orders consistent with the guidelines. 

Continuing down to the next panel, we compare orders resulting from paternity cases with those 

from divorce cases. Controlling for other characteristics, voluntary paternities appear no different from 

divorces in all outcomes. Fathers established through an adjudicated paternity process pay less, consistent 

with findings in previous papers. We examine the effect of father’s income in two ways. Father’s income 

group is determined by whether fathers fall in the high- or low-income group (which should have reduced 

                                                      

17This agrees with the finding in Rothe et al. (2007) that many judges do not appear to have taken the 
permissive income-specific recommendations in the guidelines into account in this early post-2004 period. 
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order amounts under the new rules), or in the medium income group. In addition, we add the actual 

amount of income and income squared to control for the fact that the average income for a father in a 

specific income group may be different in the post-2004 period, even after adjusting for inflation. The 

income-group coefficient thus indicates the effect of being in that group, whereas the income and income 

squared coefficients indicate the effect of additional dollars of income within the income group. The 

father’s income group has strong effects on all of the outcomes examined, except payments. Those with 

income listed as low (below $950/month) owe less, have lower post-order earnings, and lower compliance 

than those in the medium-income group. Those listed as either zero income or having missing income 

information in the court record have similar results, with the lowest levels of payments and post-order 

earnings, and lower orders and compliance rates. The differences result in a strong relationship between 

income and compliance; all groups have lower compliance than those in the medium group (although 

high income fathers’ compliance is not statistically significantly lower). These effects on orders and 

earnings lead to statistically significantly higher burdens for those in the low income group, and higher 

but not statistically significant burdens for those in the high income group. 

Other variables in the model appear to be related to outcomes in expected ways. Cases in counties 

outside Milwaukee (regardless of whether urban or rural) have fathers with higher orders and higher 

payments, resulting in compliance rates that increase as the level of urbanization decreases. 

Orders that were set by a judge tend to be lower than those that were stipulated. Compliance by 

the father is lower on orders set by a judge, but these orders are not associated with lower payments 

burden. In addition, stipulated orders revised by a judge tend to be associated with higher earnings. 

Finally, orders are higher when both parents have legal representation in the court process, as is 

the father’s compliance with the order. Cases where the father is the only one represented tend to have 

higher father earnings in the year after the order is set. 
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Comparison of the Effect of the Guidelines Change on Different Income Groups 

The regression models in Table 4 show differences in outcomes for pre- and post-January 1, 

2004, orders, controlling for the other case characteristics in the model. However, the policy was designed 

to have a different effect for cases in different income ranges. In particular, the change in the guidelines 

could have reduced child support order amounts for those with low and high incomes, and left them 

unchanged for those in the middle income groups. One way to examine these different expected effects is 

to add an interaction term in the model to allow the effect of having an order in the post-Jan 2004 period 

to vary across the income groups. Because cases with incomes between $950/month and $7,000/month 

should have the same recommended order both before and after January 1, 2004, we can expect that any 

changes that occur to outcomes for cases in this range are a result of something other than the guidelines 

change. By comparing the pre-post change for the low and high groups with the change for the medium 

($950–$7,000 per month) income groups, we can say with greater confidence that these changes are 

associated with the change in the guidelines. 

Table 5 presents the model results for pre- and post-2004 outcomes for the different income 

groups as derived from the model which includes interaction terms. In addition to income level and 

period, these models control for income amount, case type, age and number of children, county group, 

whether the order was stipulated or set by a judge, and which parents had legal representation in court. 

The low-income group is separated into those with no reported income at all, and those with at least 

some.18  

We focus on the results from the panel depicting the interaction terms. These reflect whether 

there are statistically significant pre-post differences separately in each income group. We can see that the 

pre-post change in order amounts for the low income group is positive, compared to that for the omitted 

medium income group. We would have expected that the change in the guidelines would have lowered 

                                                      

18This is due to the concern that those fathers with zero reported income may reflect situations where the 
court had no information about the father’s actual income. 
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the owed amount for the low income group, but this serves as further confirmation that judges are not yet 

using the 2004 guidelines for this group. Interestingly, the payment compliance for the low-income 

fathers does increase more than for the medium income group, so the desired outcome of improving low-

income fathers’ compliance does appear to be occurring, though it does not appear to be due to relatively 

lower order amounts or lower burdens. There are no significant interaction effects for the high income 

group, indicating that the desired outcomes of the guidelines change for this group have also not yet been 

achieved. 

Other coefficients in the model are largely the same and do not appear greatly affected by the 

introduction of the interaction term. The straight pre-post difference in child support payments is no 

longer statistically significant, indicating that this effect in the original model is not found in the medium 

income group. 

Only the prediction that lower burdens would result in the goal of improved compliance in paying 

obligations (and that only in the lower income group) seems confirmed by the interaction model, and even 

this effect is not accompanied by the expected precursors of lower order amounts and lower burdens. Of 

course, if it is true that judges are not adjusting orders for low and high income groups as the guidelines 

change suggests, then it is not surprising that we do not find the expected effects on child support 

outcomes. 

V. CONCLUSION 

One of the premises of the changes that Wisconsin made to its child support guidelines in January 

2004 was that the recommended share of income being devoted to child support under the older 

guidelines presented a burden to low- and high-income groups that could reduce noncustodial parents’ 

willingness or ability to comply with their obligation. By reducing the recommended level of obligation 

for these parents, the state hoped to increase parental compliance. 

As found in the previous paper by Rothe et al. (2007), there is scant evidence that courts have 

changed their methods for setting orders in the ways envisioned by the guidelines revision. This report 
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finds that, among all cases with an order, the median burden of orders relative to earnings has increased in 

models that account for changes in the distribution of cases. The final analysis (including interaction 

terms for changes over time by income group) finds increases in the compliance rate for lower-income 

cases, cases which are the anticipated target of the guidelines change, but does not find other expected 

results of the guidelines changes, such as lower orders and lower burdens for the low and high income 

groups. In fact, if anything, the final analysis finds indications of higher orders for the lower-income 

group. Given the lack of adoption by courts of the guideline recommendations, it is not too surprising that 

the expected outcomes of the new guidelines have not, for the most part, occurred. 

It may still be that the guidelines revisions will have the intended effects if courts decide to adopt 

the newer guidelines. Recent discussion with child support officials suggests, however, that courts may be 

adjusting child support orders to accommodate other concerns, particularly the costs of health care and 

health insurance. Future federal regulation is expected to require states to make such accommodations in 

their guidelines. 

In this paper, and its predecessor, the authors find that courts have not made changes in orders 

that would have been suggested by the January 1, 2004, guidelines (to reduce the burden of required child 

support payments for low- and high-income payers), and that burdens have increased for some payers. 

Many factors may be in play: slowness to adopt new permissive guidelines; concern about other child 

costs, such as health insurance or child care; changing composition of sole- and shared-placement cases, 

and other factors. The state of the practice of setting child support orders appears to be in flux, with 

competing demands to both lower burden (to adhere to the new, permissive guidelines) and raise 

payments (to cover other costs). Future research should continue to track how courts are using the 

guidelines, how other costs are being treated, and whether any of these changes affect parental 

relationships and interactions with children, as was hoped for by those advocating changes in state child 

support guidelines. 
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