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Executive Summary

The Child Support Enforcement (CSE) program is a 
40-year-plus partnership of national, state, and local 
governments that promotes economic self-sufficiency 
for single-parent families in hopes of supporting the 
well-being of children living with only one parent. 
The CSE program works to achieve this goal by locat-
ing absent parents, establishing paternity, creating 
financial and medical support obligations that the 
absent parent must contribute, and enforcing those 
obligations. Because the child support system has 
been politically popular, administratively effective, 
and beneficial for children, one would expect the pro-
gram to expand over time. But a look at the data sug-
gests the opposite is true: the CSE program’s reach 
has been declining for at least a decade.

A detailed examination of two decades’ worth of 
data shows a clear divergence between the official 
child support caseload, which peaked more than a 
decade ago and has been declining ever since, and 
the population of child support–eligible families, 
which has been essentially unchanged for the past 
two decades. This yawning gap shows a reduction in 
the CSE program’s reach because it serves a smaller 
share of families with children who could benefit 
from it. The bulk of this reduction is due to the dra-
matic decline in Temporary Assistance for Needy 
Families (TANF) caseloads, thus shrinking the pipe-
line of mandatory child support cases, coupled with 
the real or apparent decline in earning capacities of 
low-income, undereducated noncustodial parents. 
More generally, recruitment is hampered by a lack of 
awareness, ability, or willingness to engage with child 
support among those who could benefit but are not 
receiving TANF.

One policy approach that might help is identify-
ing one or more substitute programs to compel needy 
families to cooperate with child support. Another 

would be improving the CSE program’s image and 
function so that more families voluntarily use its ser-
vices, including those who believe the noncustodial 
parent is not currently in a position to pay. Major pol-
icy recommendations include:

• Automatic enrollment in the CSE program at 
family law court for those getting divorced (opt-
ing out is possible) and for unmarried parents 
who fail to sign the paternity acknowledgment;

• Automatic enrollment for Supplemental Nutri-
tion Assistance Program (SNAP) recipients, 
with appropriate exclusions and the ability to 
opt out if they choose;

• Eliminating loopholes in the performance man-
agement system that allow states to avoid serv-
ing some of the neediest families; and

• Workforce development for low-income non-
custodial parents with a proper funding stream 
to improve their ability to pay, established 
through legislation rather than rulemaking by 
the executive branch.

Automatically enrolling families would ensure the 
CSE program’s services are available to more fami-
lies who need them but may be unaware or unwill-
ing to cooperate. Extending automatic enrollment to 
include programs such as SNAP or Medicaid would 
better serve the majority of needy custodial par-
ent families, while still allowing those who object to 
opt out. Increased availability of workforce develop-
ment services would help the image of the system 
evolve into one that is trying to help struggling fam-
ilies, and the services themselves would help boost 
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payment of child support. Finally, revising the per-
formance measurement system would eliminate the 
rewards to states for avoiding serving needy families 
and make them generally responsible for recruitment 
of poor custodial parent families. With policy changes 

like these, the federal CSE program would be better 
positioned to serve the modern custodial parent pop-
ulation, help keep families with children out of pov-
erty, and make sure that absent parents meet their 
responsibilities.
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The Limited Reach of the Child 
Support Enforcement System

Expectations around child support have come a 
long way in the past 30 years, when David Ell-

wood wrote a blunt assessment of the existing child 
support system in his 1988 book, Poor Support: Pov-
erty in the American Family: “The message is clear: 
Absent fathers do not necessarily have financial 
responsibility for their children.”1 In the years fol-
lowing, the Child Support Enforcement (CSE) pro-
gram strengthened dramatically, and the result has 
been positive for millions of children. Absent par-
ents, mostly fathers, were mandated into a system 
that held them financially accountable for their chil-
dren, and custodial mothers were given some finan-
cial relief. But over the past several years, the reach of 
the CSE program has quietly decreased. This report 
explores the reasons why and recommends ways to 
bring it back to where it should be.

Raising a child can be an expensive proposition, 
even for intact families. The problem is magnified for  
children raised by only one of their parents, whether 
due to divorce, separation, or never-married parents. 
In a society that holds parents responsible for their 
children, we must ask whether and how the absent 
parent should contribute. Of course parents, absent 
or not, can contribute in numerous ways to raising a 
child, and most of them are not easily quantifiable. 
There is little society can do to require people to be 
good parents, but at minimum one can design policies 
and programs to make sure that absent parents con-
tribute their share financially.

The CSE program is a 40-plus-year partnership of 
national, state, and local governments that promotes 
economic self-sufficiency for single-parent families 
in hopes of supporting the well-being of children liv-
ing with only one parent. The CSE program works to 

achieve this goal by locating absent parents, establish-
ing paternity, creating financial and medical support 
obligations that the absent parent must contribute, 
and enforcing those obligations. The CSE program 
affects numerous families. In 2014, it collected $32 bil-
lion in child support, the vast majority of which was 
distributed to about 14 million parents raising 16 mil-
lion children on their own. Throughout this paper, the 
parents of children for whom support is collected are 
referred to as custodial parents, and the absent par-
ents from whom support is sought are called noncus-
todial parents.

Child support enforcement has historically been 
popular across the political spectrum. In fact, the Per-
sonal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Recon-
ciliation Act (PRWORA) was passed by a Republican 
Congress and signed by President Bill Clinton in 1996. 
Despite being commonly referred to as welfare reform, 
the bulk of this bill actually dealt with child support 
enforcement. As shown below, receipt of child support 
lifts many families out of poverty and has been asso-
ciated with reduced behavioral problems, improved 
academic success, and other positive outcomes for the 
children. The CSE program is thus broadly appealing 
for at least two reasons: it benefits numerous families 
and children, and it does so by mandating personal 
responsibility, not by giving handouts. At the most 
basic level, the CSE program sends this simple mes-
sage: if you play a part in bringing one or more children 
into the world, you must support them.

With a history of bipartisan support, along with evi-
dence that the CSE program helps many low-income 
families, why is the reach of the federal CSE program 
shrinking? This report shows that the percentage of 
eligible families reached by the system peaked around 
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2004 and generally declined ever since. This report 
documents these trends in detail and explores several 
potential reasons for the decline.

This paper begins by defining child support, using 
examples of hypothetical families. This is followed by 
an overview of the federal CSE program and its evolu-
tion, including its history of positive effects on families 
and its administrative efficiency. Next, trends in child 
support enforcement over the past 20 years are exam-
ined, including overall caseloads gleaned from agency 
data and characteristics of eligible families, whether 
served by the CSE program or not, as estimated from 
US Census Bureau data. Additional analysis follows in 
an effort to better understand what factors are con-
tributing to the trends observed in the data. Finally, 
taking all this together, policy directions are recom-
mended to help this program better reach the families 
who could benefit and be lifted out of poverty.

Defining Child Support

Any discussion of child support and the CSE pro-
gram can quickly become confusing because of jar-
gon. The term “custodial parent” refers to the parent 
who has primary custody of the child, and “noncus-
todial parent” refers to the parent who pays support, 
but one needs familiarity with other terms to under-
stand the CSE program and consider how it may  
be improved. 

To illustrate, consider a hypothetical family: Justin, 
22, is the father of two children. The oldest, Skylar, 
4, was born to a young woman, Simone, who Justin 
got together with as a teenager. Simone and her son 
have now moved back in with her parents while she 
attends community college. Although he is officially 
unemployed with roofing work seasonally unavail-
able, Justin pays Simone $25 per week in child support 
through the CSE program whenever he has enough 
left over from odd jobs, after satisfying his other pri-
orities. At times, he has been unable to make the full 
payment. Justin’s youngest child, Molly, 7 months, was 
born to Justin’s current partner, Monica. He, Monica, 
and Molly share a single bedroom in Monica’s aunt’s 
house. Although he contributes little to household 

finances during lean months, Justin scrimps and saves 
to bring home the occasional toy, diapers, or formula 
whenever he can.

In CSE program terms, Justin, Simone, and Sky-
lar constitute a child support case. If they would 
have had multiple children together, it would still be 
regarded as a single case. Simone is the custodial par-
ent, and Justin is Skylar’s noncustodial parent, other-
wise known as the absent parent. The status of this 
case is advanced because it has an active child support 
order, or obligation to pay, albeit set at a low amount 
of $25 per week. Orders are also referred to as agree-
ments at points in this paper. Justin pays this amount 
not to Simone but to his local child support agency, 
which sends the money to Simone through its state 
disbursement unit. When he has regular employment, 
the child support is automatically deducted from his 
check through wage withholding, as the vast major-
ity of child support payments are today, but the occa-
sional payments he makes from odd jobs are not as 
regular or efficient. 

Simone is no longer receiving cash welfare through 
the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) 
program, but when she was a beneficiary of this pro-
gram several years ago, the agency kept most of the 
child support payment and forwarded a small amount 
to her. Justin knows that he owes Simone back child 
support, also known as arrears, from payments he has 
missed, but he is only dimly aware that he has been 
determined to owe thousands of dollars in state-owed 
arrears as well, amounts assessed to him to cover 
birthing costs from Medicaid and TANF payments. 
This latter fact became clear to him when the govern-
ment intercepted his tax refund check.

Justin does not have a child support case with 
Monica, but Monica’s and Molly’s financial futures 
might be better protected if they had some form of 
agreement. Although he desperately wants to form a 
family with Monica, the odds are against him. Sev-
eral years down the road, most men in his situation 
will no longer be living with the mother or his child. 
Odds are also good that his earnings will have grown 
by then, but if they have no child support agreement, 
his hoped-for family may never see the benefit of his 
increased earning capacity. 
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Now consider another family: Frank is 37 years old, 
the divorced father of three children, ages 10, 11, and 
13, who live with his ex-wife, Bianca. He works as a 
delivery truck driver, and $165 per week in child sup-
port is automatically deducted from his paycheck 
and forwarded to Bianca. Frank lives with his new 
girlfriend Jenny, 28, and her six-year-old son Joseph. 
Jenny is proud to have worked her way through school 
without relying on public assistance. She knows who 
Joseph’s father is, but for a variety of reasons, she has 
never pursued financial support.

Frank is what many picture as the typical divorced 
noncustodial parent. All his children were born 
during his marriage to Bianca, thus there was no 
need for paternity establishment because he is the 
presumptive father. His children are covered under 
his employer-provided health insurance, as specified 
in their agreement, and his child support payments 
are made seamlessly through automatic wage with-
holding. If he should lose his job, it would be in his 
interest to receive a modification to his child sup-
port order, if only temporarily while he finds compa-
rable employment.

Jenny may not even be aware that her local child 
support agency would help her establish a case 
(including paternity testing, if needed) and collect 
child support from Joseph’s father, if only she were 
to request the assistance. She is not sure if the father 
still lives in the old neighborhood, but she has enough 
information that the agency could locate him. She 
did not think much of his career prospects back then, 
and she does not know that today, employment ser-
vices can be made available to some low-income non-
custodial parents. She is proud of her independence, 
but she still has to work long hours to make ends 
meet, and therefore she has less time to spend with 
Joseph and Frank.

Of course there are numerous families touched by 
the CSE program in one way or another, each with 
their own economic and personal circumstances. 
These are but a few examples, not meant to be repre-
sentative, but to illustrate the breadth and complexity 
of the system.

Program Background

The CSE program was created in 1975 as a joint 
federal-state program. It was authorized by Title IV-D 
of the Social Security Act, and thus the term IV-D is 
often used as a shorthand reference to the program. 
One of its original purposes was to recover costs asso-
ciated with recipients’ cash welfare receipt under the 
original Aid to Families with Dependent Children, 
(AFDC) program,2 but it has since evolved much 
more in the direction of collecting and distributing 
funds to custodial parents for the support of chil-
dren. Much of this evolution came through changes 
made by the 1996 PRWORA welfare reform law, which 
reformed the AFDC program and in its place created 
a new block grant program, TANF. Powered in part by 
many new child support enforcement tools included 
in the same law, the TANF program’s primary objec-
tive is to assist families in becoming self-sufficient by 
mandating participation in employment programs 
and by placing time limits on cash assistance. The 
interaction of the CSE program and TANF programs 
is discussed in detail below.

The CSE program is run by the federal Office of 
Child Support Enforcement (OCSE), which is part 
of the Department of Health and Human Services’ 
Administration for Children and Families. CSE pro-
grams are operated by all 50 states, the District of 
Columbia, Guam, Puerto Rico, and the Virgin Islands, 
and these local programs receive federal matching 
funds. Generally speaking, the federal government 
contributes $2 for every dollar of administrative costs 
borne by states and localities. Reflecting the evolution 
of its mission over time, the OCSE currently regards 
its primary goal as “ensuring that children have estab-
lished parentage and can rely on receiving financial 
support that reflects the parent’s ability to pay.”3

The CSE programs provide the following major 
services, typically sequentially, meaning that failure at 
one step often precludes completion of any following 
steps. Services are generally provided in this order:

• Location of Absent Parents. Provided they 
receive sufficient identifying information on the 
absent parent, the CSE program agencies now 
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have many automated tools for locating them, 
whether in or out of state.

• Paternity Establishment. Paternity establish-
ment is required in nonmarital cases and may 
involve voluntary acknowledgment, sometimes 
in the hospital at birth, or genetic testing if 
necessary.

• Establishment of Child Support Orders. The 
child support order is the legal obligation for the 
absent parent to provide financial support, typi-
cally also including medical support. States are 
required by the federal government to set an 
amount that reflects an ability to pay, but they 
have flexibility in determining what that entails 
and how it is determined.

• Establishment and Enforcement of Medical 
Child Support. Medical support may consist of a 
requirement to provide insurance coverage, espe-
cially if one party has a good employer-sponsored 
plan, and may also include payments to cover 
out-of-pocket medical costs.

• Review or Modification of Child Support 
Orders. The initial amount of support due is 
based on one or both parents’ incomes and other 
factors but is subject to periodic review or mod-
ification to ensure fairness when circumstances 
change. Noncustodial parents who neglect to 
have their orders modified in response to their 
changing employment situations could end up 
with unaffordable orders.

• Collection of Child Support Payments. The 
CSE program agencies have extensive tools for 
enforcing collection of child support, detailed 
below. By far the most important tool is auto-
mated wage withholding.

• Distribution of Child Support Payments. Col-
lection and distribution of payments is handled by 
centralized, automated state disbursement units. 
Not all the money that is collected is forwarded 

to families, depending on their welfare status and 
state policy.

For cases that have advanced to the stage of hav-
ing an active child support order, also referred to here 
as an agreement, the CSE program agencies have 
many effective and largely automated tools available 
to aid in collection of child support. These include 
automatic wage withholding; intercept of income tax 
refunds; intercept of unemployment compensation 
received under the unemployment insurance system; 
intercept of lottery winnings; ability to suspend pro-
fessional, driver’s, or sporting licenses; ability to seize 
assets held in financial institutions or pension funds; 
intercept of data on insurance settlements; ability 
to place liens against property; reporting to credit 
bureaus; and the ability to deny or revoke passports. 
As these tools have been added to the CSE program 
toolkit over time, the agencies have generally become 
more effective at enforcing child support for those 
families they serve. Critically, however, these efforts 
benefit only those families who are participants in the 
formal system.

Families who receive TANF, or cash assistance, are 
typically required to cooperate with the CSE program 
as a condition of receiving cash assistance. Recipients 
of other forms of assistance (e.g., Medicaid or Food 
Stamps) are sometimes required to cooperate with 
the CSE program as well, as states have the option 
of making assistance conditional on such coopera-
tion. CSE program services are nominally provided 
free of charge to TANF families, although the policy 
in many states is to keep all or a substantial part of 
any child support payments made while custodial par-
ents are actively receiving cash assistance. States have 
the option of passing through a portion of payments 
made while the custodial parent is on assistance, but 
only about half of the states have such policies in 
place.4 As a result, in non-pass-through states, there 
is a common perception that payments made through 
the formal system are not going to the custodial par-
ent. Even though data show that the vast majority 
of collections go to the custodial parent and not the 
state, this perception may serve as a disincentive to 
noncustodial parents making such formal payments 
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in these states. The CSE program services are also 
generally available for a small application fee5 to any-
one who requests assistance in child support matters. 
Alternatively, individuals who choose not to be part 
of the formal CSE program may instead use private 
attorneys or informal agreements to ensure (or hope 
for) payment of child support, but the enforcement 
efforts of the CSE program are generally not available 
to these parents.

Effectiveness of the CSE Program

The CSE program is generally regarded as an exam-
ple of a good government program. It has many ben-
efits for families, including well-documented effects 
on individual children and additional benefits demon-
strated at the societal level. And it has been continually 
improving in administrative efficiency. The cost- 
effectiveness of the CSE program, in terms of dollars 
of child support collected and distributed per dollar 
of administrative expense, has steadily increased over 
the past two decades, from a low of $3.59 in 1995 to a 
high of $5.31 in 2013 (see Appendix B). Much of this 
is because technology has made enforcement efforts 
much easier and less costly. Nevertheless, improving 
cost-effectiveness is probably the best single indicator 
of how well the formal CSE program has performed in 
recent history.

Payment of formal child support has been asso-
ciated with several positive outcomes for children, 
including reduced behavioral problems, improved 
academic success, reduced rates of depression and 
anxiety, and increased self-esteem.6 More recent 
research shows that absent parents’ provision of 
financial support is directly related to improving chil-
dren’s cognitive development, but that effects on 
reducing behavioral problems are more indirect by 
way of reduced parenting stress.7 At a societal level, 
stricter enforcement of child support by states is 
associated with reduced nonmarital childbearing.8 
Another report confirms this important finding, while 
also observing that the decline in childbearing due 
to child support enforcement was especially strong 
among less-educated women.9 Even more recently, 

researchers have shown that a reduction in nonmar-
ital teen childbearing associated with intense child 
support enforcement is due to increasing school 
enrollment among this vulnerable population, which 
leads to a reduced probability of early motherhood.10

In 2012, the formal CSE program helped lift roughly 
1 million people out of poverty by distributing child 
support payments to poor custodial families.11 While 
this is impressive, the cited report did not specify 
how many more might have escaped poverty if their 
child support obligations had been met in full. More 
recent statistics indicate that a total of $32 billion in 
child support was collected in fiscal year (FY) 2014. 
Of this, 95 percent was reportedly distributed to fam-
ilies, while the remaining 5 percent went to recover 
public-assistance costs. Also as of 2014, 75 percent of 
collections occurred through automatic wage with-
holding, highlighting the importance of this collection 
tool. The program served about 16 million children in 
2014. Among typical custodial parents served by the 
CSE program, most are female (82 percent), over the 
age of 30 (79 percent), have only one child eligible 
for child support (57 percent), and are white (68 per-
cent). Black custodial parents account for 25 percent, 
and Hispanics of any race account for 28 percent.12

The CSE program’s performance management 
system measures states and other localities on five 

More recent research 
shows that absent  
parents’ provision 
of financial support 
is directly related to 
improving children’s 
cognitive development.
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outcomes: paternity establishment, child support 
order establishment, current child support collected, 
cases paying toward arrears, and cost-effectiveness 
of the program overall. This incentive and penalty 
program is used to reward states financially for good 
or improved performance. As of 2012,13 paternity had 
been established for 97 percent of cases requiring it,14 
well above the 90 percent target in federal law. The 
OCSE also boasts of having an established order in 
82 percent of cases (meaning custodial parents who 
have initiated a child support order), and collections 
made on 63 percent of cases as part of current child 
support. The share of cases paying toward arrears 
(that is, missed child support payments that are still 
owed) stood at 62 percent, and cost-effectiveness 
stood at $5.19 in collections per $1 of program expen-
ditures. The question of whether these performance 
metrics are up to the task of leading the system to 
excellence in a modern policy environment are 
addressed later, but in general these metrics suggest 
that the program is performing well. In total, the CSE 
program was reported to have spent $5.7 billion in FY 
2012, including $3.4 billion in federal funds and $2.3 
billion in state funds.

Because the CSE program has been politically pop-
ular, administratively effective, and beneficial to chil-
dren, one would expect the program to expand over 
time. But a look at the data, in the sections that follow, 
suggests the opposite.

Trends in Child Support Enforcement

This section identifies trends in child support 
enforcement over the past 20 years using data from 
two sources: administrative data from the OCSE 
and survey data from the US Census Bureau’s Child 
Support Supplement. The OCSE publishes annual 
reports to Congress with extensive data on case-
loads, collections, performance statistics, and other 
useful information. This data source allows a detailed 
look at the CSE program but is necessarily limited to 
only those families in the formal system. This means 
that a significant portion of children with an absent 
parent are not reflected in the OCSE annual reports 

to Congress. A broader perspective that includes 
all children with an absent parent is provided later 
by analyzing data on all child support–eligible fam-
ilies drawn from the US Census Bureau’s Child Sup-
port Supplement, a survey conducted in even years 
between March and April.15 Aggregate data from this 
survey gathered from 1994 through 2014 are avail-
able in a consistent form that allows examination of 
trends across the past two decades.

Together, these two data sources allow a power-
ful look over approximately the past two decades 
at trends in both who is served by the formal CSE 
program and which custodial families are left out-
side the formal system but could potentially benefit 
from the CSE program’s services. To keep this report 
accessible to a wide audience, complex statistics are 
avoided, and all numbers cited are from publicly 
available sources.

Trends in Caseload and Program Performance. 
The first trend to be examined in the OCSE data is 
the total caseload over time. Figure 1 displays both 
the total caseload and the number of children served 
over approximately the past 20 years. As described 
earlier, a case in the CSE program refers to a combi-
nation of two parents and one or more children they 
have together. This distinction is important because 
although one might be tempted to think of cases as 
families or households, one custodial parent having 
multiple cases with different noncustodial parents, 
and vice versa, is common. (This multipartner fertil-
ity was illustrated earlier.)

According to Figure 1, the total formal child sup-
port caseload peaked in 1998 at just over 19.4 million 
cases and has since declined by more than 20 percent 
to about 15.1 million as of 2014. Since the concept of 
cases can be confusing, the number of children on the 
IV-D caseload is also plotted. Although the numbers 
of children served are not available for the earliest 
years in the chart, this trend tells essentially the same 
story: the number of children served by the CSE pro-
gram has slowly and steadily declined since 1999.

Figure 2 explores two performance indicators 
that measure what share of cases have progressed to 
more advanced stages of child support enforcement. 
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Although the total caseload has declined over the past 
15 years or so, as Figure 2 shows, the shares of cases 
with orders established and with child support col-
lected have continued to rise. This suggests that in the 
face of declining caseloads, the system has done a bet-
ter job establishing orders and collecting on orders for 
the cases it does have, likely due to widespread adop-
tion of effective collection tools such as automated 
wage withholding. This general upward trend seems 
to be decelerating, however, suggesting the easy gains 
may be tapped out, with the more difficult-to-serve 
cases beginning to predominate among the remaining 
cases with no child support orders or with no collec-
tions. More importantly, the upward trends on these 
indicators contrast with the declining caseload, rais-
ing the question of whether the existing performance 
metrics are adequate to capture the performance of 
the system in terms of how well it serves populations 
in need of child support enforcement.

Figure 3 examines the composition of the CSE 
program caseload over time, with cases categorized 
based on whether they currently receive AFDC or 
TANF, previously received such cash welfare bene-
fits, or have never received benefits. Figure 3 tracks 
the caseload totals in these three categories of cases, 
beginning in 1999.16 Cases headed by individuals who 
are currently on public assistance or have a history of 
public assistance have steadily declined since 1999. 
Even though there was an increase during this time 
in cases whose members never received assistance, 
it did not match the drop in current or former assis-
tance cases. The result is a 13 percent drop in total 
cases since 1999.

The decline in current and former assistance 
cases is hardly a surprise given the effects of signifi-
cant changes made to the AFDC and TANF cash wel-
fare programs over this period. Since the  PRWORA’s 
enactment and other changes in the intervening 

Figure 1. Caseload over Time

Source: Author’s analysis of the OCSE data.
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years, the national cash assistance caseloads have 
declined dramatically, from a peak of 5.1 million fam-
ilies on AFDC in 199417 to 1.3 million families as of 
2015,18 a drop of almost 75 percent. And since TANF 
recipients are required to open a child support case 
and cooperate with the child support agency or face 
sanctions, this decline in the TANF caseload nec-
essarily leads to a shrinking of the pipeline of new 
cases into the formal CSE program. This decline 
in public-assistance cases was not accompanied 
by a dramatic nationwide decrease in eligibility for 
TANF. Explaining the decline in TANF is beyond the 
scope of this paper, however. For present purposes, 
the important point is the dramatic TANF caseload 
decline has drastically shrunk the pipeline that leads 
eligible families to establish a CSE program case. 
There are likely many families living in poverty who 
could benefit from child support collection services 
whether or not they are automatically introduced to 
the program through TANF.

In other trends, not charted, collections on child 
support cases have improved over time, likely due 
to widespread adoption of better enforcement tools. 
Total child support collections distributed rose dra-
matically from the mid-1990s and peaked in 2008 at 
about $29.2 billion but has since declined by about  
$1 billion. Note that this peak in collections is only 
evident when looking at inflation-adjusted data; 
before adjusting to 2014 dollars the largest amount of 
child support distributed would have occurred in 2014 
(see Appendix B). In practical terms, this means that 
although the total dollars collected and distributed19 
appear to be increasing, the actual value of total child 
support paid is no longer trending upward.

A similar trend is seen when looking at data on 
arrears. As mentioned previously, arrears is the term 
used to describe unpaid child support debt, but it 
can also include interest and other charges. The total 
amount of documented child support arrears owed 
in the country is staggering: about $115 billion as of 

Figure 2. Selected Caseload Performance Indicators over Time

 Source: Author’s analysis of the OCSE data.
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2014.20 While this is certainly a big problem, as noted 
by many in the policy community, it is no longer 
growing. When adjusting for inflation, one finds that 
total arrears have declined by 11 percent from the  
$129 billion peak seen in 2005 (see Appendix B).

Only slight progress has been made in the share 
of cases that are paying toward arrears. While these 
data do not indicate how much of the arrears bal-
ance is owed to families and how much is owed to 
the government as reimbursement for prior cash 
assistance receipt, recent research helps to fill this 
gap.21 As of 2014, about only a quarter of arrears is 
owed to the state, down from about half in 2002. 
Regardless of to whom it is owed, a small fraction of 
noncustodial parents owe most arrears, and these 
noncustodial parents are in little position to pay.22 
In fact, the 10 percent of noncustodial parents with 
either no documentable income or income less than 
$10,000 per year owe about 70 percent of arrears.  
Another study found that higher arrears balances led 

noncustodial parents to pay less often, even toward 
current support owed.23 In short, the bulk of child 
support arrears seems to be bad debt, not likely to 
ever be collected without going to great expense. 
Further, the arrears balances on some cases will likely 
impede collection, even of current support, suggest-
ing that accumulating arrears against those unable to 
pay is counterproductive.

Population Trends in Child Support–Eligible 
Families. Program data reviewed thus far showed 
that the number of formal child support cases has 
declined, mainly because of declining TANF case-
loads, which are no longer providing a steady flow of 
new cases into the system. Even though the shares of 
cases with orders and collections have increased, total 
collections peaked several years ago. TANF clearly has 
played a role, but could these trends also be explained 
by a decline in the number of families eligible for child 
support? To answer that, taking a broader look at the 

Figure 3. Caseload Composition over Time

Source: Author’s analysis of the OCSE data.
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child support–eligible population using data from the 
US Census Bureau is helpful.

Child support–eligible families are defined for the 
child support supplement survey as parents over 15 
years old living with their own children up to 21 years 
old whose other parent is not living with the family. 
This child support–eligible population consists of cus-
todial parents and their families. Note, however, that 
some in the general population who might be eligi-
ble for child support, such as grandparents, aunts, or 
uncles, would not be included in these data. Note also 
that although some of these census data are reported 
separately for female- and male-headed custodial 
parent families, typically only the combined data 
are reported here so that conclusions may be drawn 
regarding the entire custodial parent population.24

The primary question addressed using these data 
relates to the declining caseload trends seen in the 
OCSE data. Would a similar trend appear in the 

population data? According to Figure 4, the answer is 
no. The population of child support–eligible house-
holds has held steady near 14 million for most of 
the past two decades.25 Of course these numbers 
of households are not directly comparable with the 
OCSE data that reflect cases, and as noted earlier, 
multiple cases can be included in one household. 
But one can certainly compare trends, and clearly 
the declining OCSE caseload and numbers of chil-
dren served shown in Figure 1 are not matched by 
a decline in the population of child support-eligible 
households. Thus, it follows that the CSE program 
has been serving a declining share of child support–
eligible households in recent years.

Also shown in Figure 4, on the right axis, is a major 
factor that could help illustrate the decline in reach of 
the CSE program. According to this chart, the percent-
age of child support–eligible households in the pop-
ulation who have agreements with the nonresident 

Figure 4. Custodial Parent Population over Time, Share with Child Support Agreement

Source: Author’s analysis of summary data from tables accompanying Timothy S. Grall, Current Population Reports, nos. P60-212, 
P60-217, P60-225, P60-230, P60-234, P60-237, P60-240, P60-246, P60-255, 2000–15, http://www.census.gov/prod/www/ 
population.html.
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parent for child support payment peaked at 60 percent 
in 2004 and has declined steadily ever since to 49 per-
cent as of 2014. If one considers that agreements in the 
census data roughly correspond to orders in the OCSE 
data, then a large share of the reduced reach of the CSE 
program is explained by a dearth of agreements among 
the child support–eligible population.

A simple calculation with these data suggests that 
if the share of custodial parents with legal agreements 
had held steady instead of declining over the past 
decade, then there would be about 1.6 million addi-
tional custodial parent families with agreements in 
2014 (see Appendix A). In the absence of a solid argu-
ment specifying the optimal number of families that 
should be served by the formal CSE program, this  
1.6 million figure seems a reasonable estimate of the 
number of families who could have legal child support 
agreements given the right combination of policies 
but are left without orders for support under current 
policies. Similar calculations are used throughout this 
paper to compare different potential factors in terms of 
what share of the reduced reach they might represent.

Possible Reasons for Declining Reach

Thus far, the most obvious explanation for the declin-
ing reach of the formal CSE program is the reduction 
in TANF cash assistance caseloads, a program that 
provides an automatic introduction to the CSE pro-
gram whether low-income families want it or not. 
This may not be the entire story, however. Continuing 
the investigation with US census data facilitates the 
search for explanations of the declining reach, and in 
particular as it relates to the reduction in agreements 
noted above.

Male Custodial Parenthood. The growing pro-
portion of custodial parents who are male could be 
responsible for the declining reach of the system. A 
commonly observed pattern is that male custodial 
parents are less likely to be awarded child support, as 
compared with female custodial parents, and are less 
likely to receive child support when due.26 A similar 
pattern emerges from analysis of census data in the 

child support supplement. The shift toward male cus-
todial parenthood in the child support–eligible popu-
lation was a gradual 1.5 percentage point increase over 
the period of study, from 16 percent male in 1994 to 
17.5 percent in 2014 (see Appendix B). Focusing on the 
past decade, some simple calculations suggest that 
if there had been no gender shift between 2004 and 
2014, there would be about 15,000 additional fami-
lies with a child support agreement (see Appendix A).  
Thus, this can potentially account for only a tiny frac-
tion of the reduced reach of the CSE program (see 
also Figure 5).

Never-Married Parenthood. Another factor likely 
responsible for some portion of declining child sup-
port caseloads is the trend toward never-married par-
enthood. Although this trend is by no means new, the 
proportion of custodial parents who were never mar-
ried has increased steadily over the period of interest, 
from 26 percent of such households in 1994 to 38 per-
cent in 2014 (see Appendix B). This is a fairly dramatic 
increase of 1.4 million households headed by custodial 
parents who were never married.

Population data further indicate that those who 
were never married are far less likely to have a child 
support agreement than those of other marital sta-
tuses,27 a difference ranging between 10 and 19 per-
centage points over the past two decades. As shown 
in Figure 5, however, the growing share of custodial 
parents who were never married accounts for at best 
a small share of the recent rise in custodial parents 
with no agreements. In fact, some simple calcula-
tions indicate that if the never-married share of the 
caseload had held at 26 percent, then that would have 
left about 171,000 additional custodial parents with 
child support agreements (see Appendix A). Thus, 
the shift in marital status, in particular the increas-
ing share of custodial parents who were never mar-
ried, can at best account for one-tenth of the reduced 
reach of the CSE program.

Requests for Assistance. Turning now to other fac-
tors potentially explaining the declining reach, the 
next chart illustrates trends in requests for child sup-
port assistance made by custodial parents. According 
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to the uppermost trend line in Figure 6, the share 
of custodial parents who contacted a CSE program 
office, state department of social services, or other 
welfare or TANF office for any kind of child support 
assistance (outside of any obligation through the 
TANF program) decreased steadily from 42 percent in 
1994 to 22 percent in 2014. This represents a substan-
tial decline of almost 2.8 million custodial parents per 
year requesting assistance.

Also shown in Figure 6 are trends in requests for 
child support assistance broken out by the specific 
topic of the request. For almost every topic, requests 
for child support assistance declined steadily through-
out this period. Interestingly, most of these items are 
concerned with areas in which the formal child sup-
port system has improved its performance. To name 
just a couple of examples, locating the absent parent 
has become easier through the use of tools such as the 

nationwide Federal Parent Locator Service, and col-
lecting child support has improved dramatically due 
to widespread adoption of tools such as automatic 
wage withholding. 

The decline in requests over the past decade is 
less dramatic. Across several categories, declines in 
the percentage of custodial parents making a request 
for assistance can account for less than a third of 
the reduced reach of the child support system (see 
Appendix A). Thus, custodial parents (outside of the 
TANF program) are less likely with each passing year 
to request assistance with child support matters at 
the same time that TANF initiated requests are also 
declining, which presents something of a puzzle.

While specific reasons behind declines in CSE pro-
gram requests are not available, the data suggest that 
the CSE program may have an image problem, or pos-
sibly an awareness problem, among families outside 

Figure 5. Custodial Parent Families with No Award or Agreement

Source: Author’s analysis of summary data from tables accompanying Timothy S. Grall, Current Population Reports, nos. P60-212, P60-217, 
P60-225, P60-230, P60-234, P60-237, P60-240, P60-246, P60-255, 2000–15, http://www.census.gov/prod/www/population.html.
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of the TANF program whom the system is geared to 
serve. In some cases, the custodial parent may be dis-
couraged by the noncustodial parent from request-
ing an order. An automatic referral from TANF would 
have taken that discretion away. In some cases, an 
automatic referral may have even protected a custo-
dial parent from conflict with the noncustodial par-
ent as it related to a child support order. Whatever the 
reason, these data reveal that the number of people 
who are both aware they need assistance and willing 
to request it has fallen.

Weak Economic Prospects of Noncustodial Par-
ents. A specifically targeted question is included on 
the census survey that directly addresses the issue 
of why so few custodial parents have child support 
agreements. This question directly asks respondents 
who are eligible for CSE program services but have no 
legal agreement why they do not have an agreement.28 
Figure 7 presents common responses to this ques-
tion over the past two decades. Also included in this 
chart is a dotted line representing the percentage of 
custodial parent households with no legal agreement, 

Figure 6. Requests for Assistance

Note: Requests for assistance obtaining health insurance or getting TANF or Medicaid are not shown.
Source: Author’s analysis of summary data from tables accompanying Timothy S. Grall, Current Population Reports, nos. P60-212, P60-217, 
P60-225, P60-230, P60-234, P60-237, P60-240, P60-246, P60-255, 2000–15, http://www.census.gov/prod/www/population.html.
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which serves as a visual reminder that this segment of 
the population has increased dramatically since about 
2004.

Although Figure 7 might at first seem visually 
crowded, two closely related reasons, indicated on 
the chart by lines with square markers, increased 
most dramatically between 2004 and 2014 in how 
commonly they were cited. A growing share of 

eligible custodial parents without a legal agree-
ment indicated that the child’s other parent “pro-
vides what he or she can” or “could not afford to 
pay” child support. Seemingly, both reasons reflect a 
judgment by the custodial parent that the other par-
ent simply does not have enough financial resources 
to support their children. The extent to which the 
earnings capacities of noncustodial parents were 

Figure 7. Reasons for Having No Child Support Agreement

Source: Author’s analysis of summary data from tables accompanying Timothy S. Grall, Current Population Reports, nos. P60-212, P60-217, 
 P60-225, P60-230, P60-234, P60-237, P60-240, P60-246, P60-255, 2000–15, http://www.census.gov/prod/www/population.html.
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actually reduced during this time is unclear, but this 
fits with the commonly observed pattern of reduced 
earnings among low-income men during the Great 
Recession. Nor is it clear to what extent the custo-
dial parents citing such reasons are aware of or have 
had contact with child support enforcement, but if 
they had, the odds are pretty good that they were not 
aware that job-search assistance or other workforce 
development opportunities can be made available to 
increase the other parent’s earning potential. These 
custodial parents are likely unaware of federal guide-
lines that are intended to ensure that child support 
order amounts reflect an ability to pay by the non-
custodial parent, in some cases providing orders as 
low as $25 a month.

Declines in the TANF population also could have 
played a role in shifting the composition of reasons 
given for not getting an order. TANF requires partic-
ipation in the CSE program, whether the custodial 
parent believes the noncustodial parent can afford to 
pay or not. Legal agreements that previously would 
have resulted from TANF-initiated cases may now be 
more likely to fall into one of the categories related to 
inability to pay.

Now consider what share of the reduced reach of 
the CSE program might be accounted for by these 
trends. According to some simple calculations, the 
number of custodial parents without legal agree-
ments who claimed the other parent could not afford 
to pay or provides what he or she can increased by 
between 1.1 and 2.1 million between 2004 and 2014 
(see Appendix A). Thus, in contrast to other fac-
tors examined here, the trend in custodial parents 
not getting agreements due to their belief that the 
noncustodial parent has insufficient finances is large 
enough in magnitude to be a contributing factor 
in most if not all the reduced reach of the system. 
Along with reduced TANF caseloads, this is the clos-
est yet to a single observed factor large enough to 
explain the declining caseload.

Economic Factors Among Custodial Parent 
Families. Poverty rates among families headed by 
custodial parents gradually declined from a high of 
33 percent in 1994 to a low of 23 percent in 2002, 

then began to increase slowly, with a more dramatic 
jump starting in 2008 to coincide with the Great 
Recession (see Appendix B). With the poverty rate 
among custodial parents standing at 29 percent in 
2014, most of the earlier gains have been wiped out. 
Of course, these patterns are influenced by both the 
macroeconomy and trends in child support enforce-
ment, and separating the two is difficult. However, 
the reduced reach of child support has coincided 
with an increase in financial need and poverty among 
custodial parent families.

Custodial parents might qualify for many differ-
ent government benefits, depending on their income, 
assets, and other eligibility requirements. Figure 8 
shows the percent of custodial parent families receiv-
ing benefits including SNAP (formerly Food Stamps), 
Medicaid, housing or rental subsidy, TANF (formerly 
AFDC), or general assistance. Here is a pattern that 
is familiar by now, of general improvement, in terms 
of decreasing reliance on or need for government 
benefits up until 2002, followed by a near complete 
reversal of this trend up to the present. The individ-
ual programs show three programs holding steady 
or gradually losing their relevance to this population 
and two programs on which custodial parents have 
become increasingly reliant in recent years.  Utiliza-
tion of public housing or general assistance by cus-
todial parent families was essentially unchanged or 
declined slightly across this period. The TANF pro-
gram continues its steady decline over this period, 
and thus the TANF program’s potential for generating 
automatic referrals to child support among popula-
tions that may benefit from the CSE program contin-
ues to decline as well.

Standing in stark contrast, the SNAP program, 
which served less than 18 percent of custodial par-
ent families in 2002 near the apparent peak in reach 
of the CSE program, was accessed by more than one 
in three custodial parents as of 2014. In fact, SNAP 
and Medicaid receipt among custodial parent fam-
ilies shows no signs of returning to levels seen in 
the early 2000s. With 4.5 million custodial parent 
families receiving SNAP as of 2014, this represents 
a dramatic 2.1 million family increase over the low of  
2.4 million recipient families in 2002. Note that this is 
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bigger than the magnitude of the estimated reduced 
reach of the CSE program. Part of this SNAP trend is 
no doubt due to rapid expansion of the SNAP case-
load in response to the Great Recession and policy 
changes that made it easier to access, but part of it 
also reflects the declining economic circumstances 
of custodial parent families generally, which has per-
sisted well after the recession was declared to have 
ended. Regardless of the reason, the SNAP program, 
and to a lesser extent Medicaid, now fill the primary 
assistance role in supporting poor custodial parent 
families. With the passage of TANF, custodial fami-
lies are expected to work and benefit from the earned 
income tax credit (EITC) and other work-based pro-
grams, while TANF has become increasingly incon-
sequential for typical custodial parent families.

Summary and Discussion

A clear divergence has emerged between the CSE pro-
gram caseload, which peaked more than a decade ago 
and has been declining ever since, and the popula-
tion of child support–eligible families, which has been 
essentially unchanged for the past two decades. This 
yawning gap is evidence of a reduction in reach of the 
CSE program in terms of serving a smaller share of 
families with children who could benefit from its ser-
vices. The bulk of this reduction is due to two factors: 
the dramatic decline in TANF caseloads, thus shrink-
ing the pipeline of new (mandatory) child support 
cases, and the real or apparent decline in earnings 
capacities of low-income, undereducated noncusto-
dial parents who are not required to be part of the for-
mal system. As of 2014, 6.5 million custodial parent 
families had child support agreements. If trends from 

Figure 8. Benefits Received over Time

Source: Author’s analysis of summary data from tables accompanying Timothy S. Grall, Current Population Reports, nos. P60-212, P60-217, 
P60-225, P60-230, P60-234, P60-237, P60-240, P60-246, P60-255, 2000–15, http://www.census.gov/prod/www/population.html.
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the early 2000s had continued, there would be about 
8.1 million custodial parent families with agreements, 
or 1.6 million more families with agreements than 
were actually seen over the period from 2004 to 2014.

Other possible explanations for the reduced reach 
of child support enforcement were limited. For 
example, although steady declines in most types of 
requests for child support assistance were seen in 
the past decade or so, there is little indication why 
this occurred, and the trends specific to the types of 
requests that might lead to a child support agreement 
were found to potentially explain only a small frac-
tion of the families with no agreements. Another fac-
tor examined was the steady trend toward increasing 
male custodial parenthood. Male custodial parents, 
comprising 17.5 percent of custodial parents as of 
2014, are less likely to receive a child support agree-
ment and less likely to receive child support pay-
ments when due, but this was estimated to account 
for about only 1 percent of families who should have 
agreements but do not. A stronger relationship was 
observed when looking at the trend in never-married 
parents. In this case, the increase in never-married 
status among custodial parents, from 26 percent to  
38 percent between 2004 and 2014, was found to 
potentially account for about one-tenth of the families 
with no agreement. While these smaller factors might 
yield suggestions for improving the child support sys-
tem, the areas most urgently in need of reform are the 
diminished capacity of TANF to serve as a pipeline to 
child support enforcement, the low-earnings capaci-
ties of noncustodial parents, and the CSE program’s 
ability to serve them.

Evidence of the first factor, the shrinking of the 
TANF pipeline of new cases, appears throughout 
this paper. Figure 3 shows that the TANF and former 
TANF portions of the formal child support caseload 
have been shrinking for years, with the only grow-
ing portion of the caseload being those who never 
received TANF. It is further shown that the national 
TANF caseloads have shrunk by almost 75 percent 
from their peak levels in 1994. Another piece of evi-
dence appears in Figure 8, showing that TANF receipt 
among child support–eligible families has fallen pre-
cipitously, from 22 percent in 1994 to 3.9 percent in 

2014. TANF has declined in relevance for many poor 
families, with the EITC and SNAP taking a much more 
prominent role. For the reach of the CSE program, the 
problem is that TANF, not the EITC or SNAP, serves 
as the primary referral source.

Intertwined with the reduced TANF pipeline of 
new cases are the twin issues of awareness and will-
ingness to engage with the child support system 
among custodial parent families who are not part of 
the TANF program. In the patterns in requests for 
child support assistance in Figure 6, evidence suggests 
the number of custodial parents who are both aware 
they need assistance and willing to request it has 
fallen. But what of those who are either unaware or 
unwilling? As noted, in recent decades the enrollment 
of many of those who most needed child support was 
handled through the AFDC or TANF requirement for 
cooperating with the CSE program as a condition for 
receiving cash assistance. Given the historic decline 
in TANF rolls, the potential for automatic enrollment 
of those who need but are unaware or unwilling to 
pursue child support has nearly vanished.

Are there other programs that could serve as auto-
matic referrals and thus enroll those who can bene-
fit but may be unaware or unwilling to engage with 
the child support system? The evidence on dramat-
ically increasing receipt of SNAP among custodial 

The perception that the 
noncustodial parent 
could not afford to pay 
accounted for at least 
two-thirds, and likely 
more, of the reduced 
reach of the system.
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parent households, shown in Figure 8, raises the pos-
sibility that the child support system might benefit 
from automatic referrals from SNAP. Under current 
law, states can require SNAP recipients to cooper-
ate with child support enforcement, and some states 
have tried it. Under such a system, sanctions for non-
cooperation would partially reduce SNAP benefits 
for the custodial parent or noncustodial parent not 
cooperating but would not affect benefits for the chil-
dren. Of course exemptions from cooperation would 
be allowed in some cases where warranted. Even with 
these caveats, one should be careful adding require-
ments to SNAP eligibility that could cause people to 
go hungry. But if there is the potential to increase 
resources into the household through child support, 
it might be worth implementing on a pilot basis and 
rigorously evaluating the impacts.

Can we learn from the experience of states who 
have implemented such policies? As of 2005,29 only 
four states had active policies imposing a child sup-
port cooperation requirement on SNAP recipients.30 
A more recent study found that although 10 states 
had adopted policies sanctioning SNAP recipients not 
cooperating with child support since 2002, only three 
states still had this policy in place by 2014.31 Fully half 
of these states tried the policy for only one year before 
abandoning it. A partial answer to the question of why 
states might not want to expand their child support 
caseloads through better in-reach to low-income pop-
ulations may be suggested below, in a discussion of 
performance metrics.

Another approach to the unaware or unwilling 
might involve a nudge. A promising Texas program 
that was recently evaluated, called the Integrated 
Child Support System (ICSS), flipped the default 
among those filing for divorce or otherwise contest-
ing Suits Affecting Parent-Child Relationships. By 
law, custodial parents in the general non-TANF pop-
ulation are required to file an application to receive 
CSE program assistance. Operating under a waiver of 
this requirement, the Texas ICSS program flipped this 
default and automatically enrolled members of these 
cases, while giving them the opportunity to opt out. 
Fans of behavioral economics might recognize this 
as a nudge. Quite simply, many would benefit from 

enrollment in the CSE program even if they were not 
aware of the program’s existence or that they needed 
the help. The final report on this program reported 
strong positive impacts on child support payment and 
evidence strongly indicating reduced child support 
arrears.32 This longer-term outcome was expected to 
originate from the early enrollment of custodial par-
ents before they became difficult collection cases. 
Such a program, if adopted nationwide, would pro-
mote far greater use of child support enforcement 
services by many who would ultimately benefit, while 
still allowing autonomy in the form of opting out.

Turning to the other major factor behind the 
declining reach of the child support system, recall 
that among those surveyed about why they have no 
legal child support agreement, the perception that 
the noncustodial parent could not afford to pay 
accounted for at least two-thirds, and likely more, 
of the reduced reach of the system. But why should 
this belief, true or not, leave custodial parents or child 
support agency officials believing that no agreement 
is needed? The assumption that noncustodial par-
ents with few economic prospects today will never 
have enough income to support their children is not 
true. For many people, being unemployed or under-
employed is a temporary condition. In fact, studies 
show that many low-income fathers will experience 
dramatic earnings growth within five to seven years of 
their child’s birth.33 Even if the low-income problem 
does not resolve itself with time, there are rigorously 
tested workforce development programs that are 
proven to help unemployed or underemployed non-
custodial parents gain employment and increase their 
income. It also sends a strong message that can bene-
fit both the mother and the father—that the noncus-
todial parent is legally obligated to support the child.

Research has been ongoing for nearly two decades 
into programs that provide workforce development 
services to low-income noncustodial parents. Per-
haps the most rigorously evaluated study so far is the 
large-scale Parents Fair Share (PFS) demonstration.34 
The PFS program combined job training and place-
ment, peer support groups, and other services with 
the goals of increasing the earnings and child sup-
port payments of unemployed, noncustodial parents, 
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improving their communication and parenting skills, 
and encouraging them to be more engaged in their 
children’s lives. Results of the evaluation indicate that 
PFS led to increased employment and earnings, but 
among only those noncustodial parents deemed less 
employable, or those with no high school diploma 
or little recent work history. Interestingly, in a result 
common to programs like these, the researchers 
reported difficulties recruiting participants.

In a similar line of research conducted by me 
and colleagues in Texas, the early work focused 
almost exclusively on the workforce development 
component of this intervention.35 This first study 
examined a noncustodial parent workforce referral 
program that essentially failed in getting referred, 
low-income noncustodial parents to actually show 
up in significant numbers at the workforce develop-
ment office. With the appropriate lessons learned, 
the model was revised into a program known as 
Noncustodial Parent Choices.36 Recruitment under 
this program was made essentially mandatory when 
participants, who appeared before a family law judge 
due to nonpayment of child support, were given the 
choice of either making a lump sum payment of at 
least $500, enrolling in the program, or going to 
jail. Not surprisingly, just under 90 percent of par-
ticipants enrolled in the program, and the handoff 
to a workforce development specialist was essen-
tially seamless when they were colocated in the 
courtroom complex. The impacts of the Noncus-
todial Parent Choices program included increased 
employment and payment of child support and even 
reduced TANF receipt among associated custodial 
parents. Subsequent studies showed that including 
peer learning in the package improved the outcomes 
and successfully extended the model to serve estab-
lishment cases earlier in their histories.37

The OCSE is currently funding a large-scale, 
random-assignment study to demonstrate the effi-
cacy and cost benefit of providing workforce devel-
opment for low-income noncustodial parents. This 
study, referred to as the Child Support Noncusto-
dial Parent Employment Demonstration Project 
(CSPED), included, along with workforce develop-
ment, a package of enhanced child support services, 

case management, and parenting classes in a peer 
support model. Results will not be in for several years; 
however, if the results are positive, it could be used 
to justify broader adoption of workforce develop-
ment strategies.38 Somewhat concerning, however, 
is the fact that most of the eight states in which the 
study sites are located do not have mandatory enroll-
ment, and in a familiar story, many are already report-
ing recruitment difficulties. It remains to be seen 
whether, despite this limitation, the programs will 
have the expected impact on employment and pay-
ment of child support.

These recommendations offer ways to address the 
two major factors behind the reduced reach of the 
CSE program, but are there others? One of the pri-
mary barriers to getting child support agreements 
among the unmarried is the need to establish pater-
nity. Since 1993, all states have been required to estab-
lish in-hospital paternity acknowledgment programs. 
As of 2005, six out of every seven paternities estab-
lished occurred in a hospital setting. One study found 
that establishing paternity, whether in or outside the 
hospital, was associated with greater formal and infor-
mal payment of child support.39 This is good progress, 
but the substantial fraction of unmarried parents who 
still do not formally acknowledge paternity represent 
a missed opportunity.

One report provides a detailed picture of the 
dynamics of child support among unmarried par-
ents.40 Three months after the birth and signing the 
Acknowledgment of Paternity (AOP), 93 percent of 

One of the primary barriers 
to getting child support 
agreements among the 
unmarried is the need to 
establish paternity.
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unmarried mothers do not have cases in the formal 
child support system. Their relationship with the 
other parent is fragile, however, and after three years 
the formal child support status is heavily determined 
by the relationship status. Of those cohabiting three 
years after signing the AOP, 96 percent are still not 
in the formal child support system. However, among 
those who are not in a relationship after three years, 
58 percent now have a formal child support case, 
suggesting fairly rational behavior among couples 
that signed the AOP. Critically, however, those non-
custodial parents who fail to sign the AOP in hos-
pital tend to have risk factors that are associated 
with later entrance into the formal child support 
system.41 Since these risk factors are also predictive 
of nonpayment of child support once in the formal 
CSE program, a well-designed system might enroll 
nonsigners of the AOP automatically as a preventive 
measure.

Policy Recommendations

The formal CSE program faces a difficult task in 
ensuring the well-being of children born into fragile 
families. A delicate balancing act is required. If the 
system is too aggressive in recruiting families, it could 
harm the chances of reconciliation among struggling 
couples, and thus foreclose the possibility of children 
growing up with both parents. If the CSE program is 
not aggressive enough, it may miss opportunities to 
lay the groundwork for future child support cases, 
should they be needed.

With this balancing act in mind, seeing that the 
reach of the CSE program has diminished while the 
need has remained consistent is unfortunate. Two 
factors can account for most of this shortfall. One is 
the lack of automatic enrollment from the TANF pro-
gram. The second seems to be a lack of awareness, 
ability, or willingness to engage with child support 
among those who could benefit but are not receiv-
ing TANF services. In the absence of a large federal 
program to mandate compliance with child sup-
port, the belief, real or imagined, that noncustodial 
parents have insufficient earnings capacity to make 

enforcement of child support orders worthwhile is 
allowed to dictate who is pursued for child support 
and who is not.

Two policy approaches could help with the recruit-
ment problem: identify one or more substitute pro-
grams that compel needy families to cooperate with 
child support and improve the image of the CSE pro-
gram so that more families voluntarily make use of its 
services, including those who believe the noncusto-
dial parent is not currently in a position to pay. The 
best policy response might include elements of both, 
while also leaving room for smaller policy fixes that 
improve the functioning of the CSE program (which 
may also help with the image problem).

Specific policy recommendations include:

• Automatic enrollment in the CSE program at 
family law court for those getting divorced (opt-
ing out is possible) and for unmarried parents 
who fail to sign the paternity acknowledgment;

• Automatic enrollment for SNAP recipients, with 
appropriate exclusions and the ability to opt out 
if they choose;

• Reforms to eliminate loopholes in the perfor-
mance management system that currently allow 
states to avoid serving some of the neediest fam-
ilies (which may also prevent some states from 
expanding their programs to SNAP or Medicaid);

• Workforce development for low-income non-
custodial parents with a proper funding stream 
to improve their ability to pay, established 
through legislation rather than rulemaking by 
the executive branch;

• Work-first services available under this model, 
along with training designed to improve human 
capital and earning potential;

• Efforts to improve the CSE program image 
including revisiting policies around collection of 
child support arrears owed to the state;
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• Redefining the arrears-collection performance 
measure so that states are rewarded only for col-
lecting arrears owed to custodial parents, not 
the state; and

• Generous pass-through policies should be 
applied in all states so that families keep most or 
all payments made, even when receiving TANF.

The CSE program has always benefited from auto-
matic enrollment, in the form of required participa-
tion of AFDC or TANF recipients. But it has never 
really had to do outreach to serve populations it 
should be serving. Now that the TANF program has 
been reduced to a small fraction of its former size, 
at the same time that poverty levels have gone up by 
more than 5 percentage points among custodial par-
ent families since 2002, there are underserved popu-
lations for whom some form of automatic enrollment 
may be prudent.

The Texas ICSS program, including its automatic 
enrollment in the CSE program, coupled with the 
ability to opt out, offers a model that could feasibly be 
copied and disseminated widely. Enforcing child sup-
port early after the birth of a child helps to avoid the 
buildup of arrears and helps families stay out of pov-
erty. While such a system, serving as a nudge toward 
universal child support, would serve most divorcing 
families well, it would not likely succeed at reaching 
much of the never-married population.

For this never-married population, which has been 
growing, the AOP in hospital lays the groundwork for 
future child support cases, should they be needed. 
Importantly, those noncustodial parents who fail to 
sign the AOP in hospital tend to have risk factors that 
are associated with later entrance into the formal child 
support system.42  These risk factors—which include 
incarceration, multipartner fertility, domestic vio-
lence, or substance abuse—are also strongly predic-
tive of nonpayment of child support once in the formal 
CSE program. It is important then to treat nonsigning 
of the AOP as a red flag indicating a potential future 
difficult-to-collect child support case and to auto-
matically enroll nonmarried custodial parents who 
have not signed AOP into the formal CSE program. 

This was not my idea but it is a great suggestion, and 
it should work for the same reasons that automatic 
enrollment in family law courts, as in the Texas ICSS 
model, works: enforcing cases early helps keep fami-
lies out of poverty and avoids the buildup of arrears. 
Automatic enrollment of custodial parents who have 
not signed AOP at the hospital would round out the 
universal child support system nicely by reaching 
more never-married parents.

The same automatic enrollment model could 
also be applied to SNAP families. In fact, they could 
be signed up automatically at application but subse-
quently allowed to opt out of child support enforce-
ment if they choose. Some fraction of them may 
actually need SNAP in part because of nonpayment 
of child support and may not be aware how success-
ful the state can be at collecting child support. It also 
might provide cover to custodial parents who are dis-
couraged by the noncustodial parent from contact-
ing child support enforcement. This approach would 
have the added benefit of shoring up the universal 
child support model among older cases, since the uni-
versal child support recommendation above focuses 
on cases earlier in their histories, closer to the divorce 
or birth.

Another class of potential solutions to the enroll-
ment problem would involve fixes to improve the 
image of the child support system. Recruiting cases 
would be far easier if one were to successfully con-
vert the image of the system from one that unfairly 
goes after those with little income and keeps for the 
state payments made while the family is receiving 
cash assistance into one where unemployed non-
custodial parents can receive job-search assistance 
and even training to help them meet their financial 
responsibilities.

Likely one of the biggest changes that could 
improve the image of the CSE program would be to 
stop collecting money to recover current or prior wel-
fare payments. Already only 5 percent of collections 
reimburse states for public-assistance costs, a figure 
that has been shrinking over the years, so the loss of 
funds would be minimal. One could also argue that 
recovery of welfare costs is a form of double taxa-
tion. Taxpayers shoulder the burden of paying for 



22

THE LIMITED REACH OF THE CHILD SUPPORT ENFORCEMENT SYSTEM

the safety net system, including the TANF program. 
If one accepts that noncustodial parents are taxpay-
ers, but then requires them to individually support 
the child support system directly through cost recov-
ery in the form of state-owed arrears, this is double 
taxation. Noncustodial parents who are poor may 
pay little in taxes today, but a well-targeted jobs pro-
gram could convert them into serious taxpayers going 
forward. This is a big reason people see the system 
as unfair,43 and it must be addressed by any serious 
effort to improve the reach of the system so that it 
efficiently serves as a poverty-avoidance mechanism 
for as many families as could benefit. It is past time, 
for the sake of the CSE program’s image, to end the 
practice of welfare cost recovery.

Another problem affecting the image of child sup-
port is the shadow cast by the substantial outstand-
ing child support debt, or arrears, which totaled 
more than $115 billion nationwide in 2012. Carrying 
bad debts on the books is not good business, and as 
discussed earlier, a large fraction of existing arrears 
is regarded as uncollectible.44 Debt-forgiveness pro-
grams that incentivize behaviors such as making 
payments or participating in workforce develop-
ment efforts may be worthwhile to pursue. Although 
many debt-forgiveness programs suffer from low 
enrollment, the Families Forward program has many 
features that an ideal program would and could pos-
sibly be improved by an even more generous rate of 

debt forgiveness.45 States may be reluctant to for-
give the arrears they believe are owed to them, but 
if performance measures that hold states accountable 
were redefined to focus on the share of cases paying 
toward arrears owed to custodial parents only, states 
may be more willing to engage in debt-forgiveness 
programs.46 All arrears-collecting activity should be 
focused on debts owed to custodial parent families, 
and states should be incentivized toward that goal.

Another way to improve the image of the CSE pro-
gram would be to turn it into a place where unem-
ployed and underemployed noncustodial parents can 
get job-search assistance or training to improve their 
earnings capacities and thus their ability to meet their 
obligations. Low-earnings potential among noncusto-
dial parents was the most common and growing rea-
son cited by custodial parents without child support 
agreements. An effort to make child support enforce-
ment more explicitly about workforce development 
for noncustodial parents would help directly, by 
improving their employment and earnings, and indi-
rectly by improving the image of the system.

There is no need to wait on the results of the 
CSPED study to know providing workforce devel-
opment to low-income noncustodial parents who 
are unable to meet their financial responsibilities is 
a good idea. The only real question is what level and 
type of services to provide. Many will benefit from 
low-cost, low-touch, work-first services such as job- 
search assistance, but others may need support ser-
vices to help them retain their jobs. Still others have 
no trouble finding low-skill work but may benefit from 
assistance in advancing their human capital and thus 
their earnings potential. There are well-documented 
sectoral-training programs that lead to long-term sus-
tainable earnings gains (e.g., Capital Idea),47 but train-
ing can be expensive and not always effective unless 
well targeted; therefore it must be used judiciously. 
One challenge in offering training opportunities to 
noncustodial parents is recognizing the trade-off 
against current earnings while participating in weeks 
or months of training. If a noncustodial parent is pay-
ing child support, even a small amount, it could place 
the custodial parent under additional strain if pay-
ments are missed during training. Programs that pay 

Debt-forgiveness programs 
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participating in workforce 
development efforts may be 
worthwhile to pursue.
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one’s current child support obligation during training 
would alleviate this concern.

Workforce development programs serving non-
custodial parents should be rigorously evaluated to 
determine their efficacy, but what should be the fund-
ing source for these services? It has arguably been 
possible since the inception of the TANF program in 
1996 for states to pay for workforce development ser-
vices using excess TANF funds. But a proposed rule 
change would extend this authority as an allowable 
child support enforcement expense.48 This would be 
a positive change, but it is too important to leave to 
the whims of a future administration (as an adminis-
trative rule change would allow) and should instead 
be authorized in law. Using TANF funds is one pos-
sible solution, but the proposed option to fund job 
services using the same two-to-one federal match 
that incentivizes states to spend their own money on 
child support enforcement is also an attractive fund-
ing model for jobs services.49 The CSE program has 
been improving its cost-effectiveness for so long, now 
collecting more than $5 for every dollar spent, it can 
afford to invest a little in such longer-term priorities.

In addition to the recommendations listed here, 
one might also consider the synergy that could 
result from combining some or all of them. Reducing 
arrears balances and enrolling noncustodial parents 
in workforce development are good ideas. However, 
since such programs often suffer recruitment chal-
lenges, it makes sense to use arrears reduction as an 
incentive to enrollment and participation in work-
force development.

A final major recommendation would be to elimi-
nate loopholes in the performance management sys-
tem that currently allow states to avoid serving some 
of the neediest families. An example of this appeared 
recently in the popular press, in an article in which 
Ohio was praised for improving its payment statistics. 
The real source of the improvement, found in the fine 
print, was due to “elimination of a rule requiring the 
creation of child support cases when single-parents 
apply for government-funded medical assistance.”50 
These difficult-to-serve cases were ostensibly weigh-
ing the system down, and serving them required an 
outsized share of resources. The travesty is that 

although these families include some of those most 
in need of child support enforcement, Ohio was 
rewarded for eliminating the rule requiring its CSE 
program agency to serve them.

The real problem with several of the performance 
management measures is that the denominator 
includes all child support cases with no concern for 
how financially needy the families are. Figure 2 illus-
trates recent trends on two existing but faulty perfor-
mance measures, percentage of cases with orders and 
percentage of cases with collections. Figure 9 repro-
duces these faulty measures and compares them with 
two proposed replacement measures in which the 
denominator is the number of custodial parent fam-
ilies living in poverty.51 The contrast of the existing 
versus proposed performance indicators is imme-
diately apparent. The existing measures show gen-
erally improving performance throughout the past 
20 years, failing to capture the reduced reach docu-
mented here. In contrast, the proposed new measures 
accurately reflect the stagnant or declining reach of 
the system over the past 10 years or so, and in partic-
ular they highlight the inability of the existing system 
to recruit and serve poor custodial parent families. As 
before, these proposed measures reward agencies for 
serving families, but the reward is potentially magni-
fied for serving families in poverty, since collecting 
child support for poor families has the potential to 
both add to the numerator and remove families from 
the denominator by lifting them out of poverty. More 
importantly, these proposed measures would not 
reward states for eliminating the difficult-to-serve 
cases from their CSE program caseloads.

Beyond these major recommendations, there are 
other smaller ways to improve the CSE program. 
There is, for example, a great deal of variation in 
the CSE programs and policies across states. While 
allowing states to experiment with the CSE pro-
gram or other programs is generally a good thing, 
there comes a time when good practices need to 
be accepted and widely distributed. But there are 
too many examples of good policies that have not 
been adopted by many states. For one, consider the 
pass-through policy. When a custodial parent is cur-
rently receiving TANF and the noncustodial parent 
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makes a child support payment, in most states the 
custodial parent receives absolutely none of that 
payment. Before the passage of PRWORA in 1996, 
states were required to pass-through at least the 
first $50, but for some inexplicable reason, they 
were given flexibility on this. Subsequently, only 19 
states had pass-through policies as of 2012.52 In the 
remaining states and territories, the money is kept 
by the state, and for many noncustodial parents, 
there is little incentive to pay child support through 
the formal system. Pass-through policies typically 
allow the custodial parents to keep the first $50 or 
$100 or more of a payment and have been shown to 
be effective in increasing both payment frequency 
and amount.53

With the federal government funding the CSE pro-
gram at a rate of $2 per every dollar of state spending, 
there is considerable leeway for the feds to require 
changes in state and local programs. It should be a 
simple matter to have states establish some kind of 
pass-through and even to make it more generous. In 
fact, under most circumstances, custodial parents 
should be allowed to keep most or all of any child sup-
port payments that are made.

These policy recommendations could go a long 
way to restoring and strengthening the CSE pro-
gram and its ability to keep families out of poverty. 
Automatically enrolling families would ensure the 
CSE program services are available to more fami-
lies who need them but may be unaware or unwilling 

Figure 9. Proposed Versus Existing Performance Indicators

Source: Author’s calculations using publicly available data from multiple sources.
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to cooperate. Extending automatic enrollment to 
include programs such as SNAP or Medicaid would 
better serve the majority of needy custodial par-
ent families, while still allowing those who object to 
opt out. Increased availability of workforce develop-
ment services for low-income noncustodial parents 
would help to evolve the image of the system into one 
that is trying to help struggling families, and the ser-
vices themselves would help boost payment of child 
support. Finally, along with other fixes, revising the 

performance measurement system would eliminate 
the rewards to states for avoiding serving needy fam-
ilies and make them generally responsible for poor 
custodial parent families to such an extent that they 
may need to devise recruitment strategies. With pol-
icy changes like these, the federal CSE program would 
be better positioned to serve the modern custodial 
parent population by helping to keep families with 
children out of poverty and making sure that absent 
parents meet their responsibilities.
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Cases with No Agreements or Orders

The percentage of child support–eligible households 
in the population who have legal agreements with 
the nonresident parent or orders for payment of 
child support peaked at 60 percent in 2004 and has 
declined to 49 percent as of 2014.54 A simple calcu-
lation can be done with these data to get an estimate 
of the magnitude of the problem of no child support 
agreements. Hypothetically speaking, if the share 
of custodial parents with legal agreements had held 
steady at 60 percent instead of declining over the 
past decade, then there would be 8.1 million custodial 
parents with agreements in 2014, as opposed to the  
6.5 million actually observed. The difference, about  
1.6 million custodial parent families, will be regarded 
as an estimate of the magnitude of a problem of 
reduced reach of the CSE program.

Male Custodial Parenthood

The shift toward male custodial parenthood in the 
child support–eligible population was a gradual  
1.5 percentage point increase over the period of study, 
from 16 percent male in 1994 to 17.5 percent in 2014. 
Focusing instead on the more recent period of 2004 
to 2014, the shift toward male custodial parenthood 
was 0.6 percentage points. As of 2014, 51 percent of 
female-headed custodial parent families had no legal 
agreement, whereas 70 percent of male custodial par-
ent families had no legal agreement. Hypothetically, 
if there had been no gender shift between 2004 and 
2014, there would be 15,000 additional families with a 
child support agreement as of 2014.

Never Married

Child support population data show the proportion of 
custodial parents who were never married increased 
from 26 percent of such households in 1994 to  
38 percent in 2014 (see Appendix B). Families headed 
by custodial parents who were never married were 
between 10 and 19 percentage points less likely to 
have a child support agreement than those of other 
marital statuses. Hypothetically, if the never-married 
share of the caseload had held at 26 percent, instead 
of climbing to 38 percent, there would have been  
3.5 million never-married custodial parent house-
holds in 2014 as opposed to the 5.1 million that was 
observed. Assuming the 1.6 million were instead  
married, widowed, separated, or divorced, that would 
leave about 171,000 additional custodial parents with 
child support agreements in 2014 than was actually 
observed.

Requests for Assistance

Requests for assistance in establishing a child support 
agreement or getting an award decreased by 486,000 
between 2004 and 2014. Requests for assistance in 
establishing paternity increased by 17,000 over the 
same period. With a net decrease of about 470,000 
across these two categories of request, and without 
knowing what fraction of requests would have ulti-
mately yielded legal agreements, this suggests that 
declining requests for assistance can account for less 
than a third of the reduced reach of the CSE program.
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Reasons for Having No Agreement or 
Order

Among the most common reasons cited by those with 
no agreement, there are only two that increased by  
26 percent or more between 2004 and 2014. The num-
ber of custodial parents without legal agreements 

who claimed the other parent could not afford to pay 
increased by about 1.1 million between 2004 and 2014, 
and the number without agreements claiming the 
other parent provides what he or she can increased by 
about 1 million in the same period. Since respondents 
could select more than one reason, this means that, at 
a minimum, 1.1 million custodial parents selected one 
of these reasons, and potentially up to 2.1 million did.
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Table 1. Panel A, The OCSE Data55

 1994 1995 1996 1997 1998 1999 2000 2001

Cost-Effectiveness  
   Ratio 3.85 3.59 3.94 3.90 4.00 3.94 3.95 3.92
Total Collections  
   Distributed, Inflation  
   Adjusted (Millions) $15,735 $16,819 $18,136 $19,712 $20,838 $22,595 $24,546 $25,341
   Total Arrears, Inflation 
   Adjusted (Millions) NA NA NA NA NA NA NA NA

 2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2007 2008 2009

Cost-Effectiveness  
   Ratio 4.13  4.32 4.38 4.58 4.58 4.73 4.80 4.78
Total Collections  
   Distributed, Inflation  
   Adjusted (Millions) $26,499  $27,246 $27,397 $27,887 $28,105 $28,378 $29,205 $29,116
Total Arrears, Inflation 
   Adjusted (Millions) $121,491  $127,115 $128,277 $129,181 $122,602 $121,556 $116,055 $118,776

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 

Cost-Effectiveness 
   Ratio 4.88 5.12 5.19 5.31 5.25
Total Collections  
   Distributed, Inflation  
   Adjusted (Millions) $28,831 $28,728 $28,581 $28,461 $28,199
Total Arrears, Inflation  
   Adjusted (Millions) $119,707 $117,183 $118,123 $118,034 $114,790

Source: Author’s analysis of the OCSE data.
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Table 2. Panel B, Census Data

 1994 1996 1998 2000 2002 2004 2006 2008 2010 2012 2014

Total Caseload,  
   Custodial Parents  
   (Thousands) 13,690 13,715 13,949 13,529 13,383 13,951 13,605 13,743 13,672 14,440 13,418

Percentage of  
   Male Custodial  
   Parents 16.0% 15.4% 14.9% 15.0% 15.6% 16.9% 16.2% 17.4% 17.8% 18.3% 17.5%

Poverty Rate,  
   Custodial Parent  
   Families 33.3% 30.3% 28.9% 26.1% 23.4% 24.0% 25.0% 24.6% 28.3% 28.9% 28.8%

Never Married 26.7% 26.4% 30.0% 29.9% 29.5% 28.7% 30.4% 31.9% 34.6% 35.0% 38.1%

Other Marital  
   Statuses 73.3% 73.6% 70.0% 70.1% 70.5% 71.3% 69.6% 68.1% 65.4% 65.0% 61.9%

Have Child Support  
   Agreement, Never 
   Married 42.8% 44.9% 47.3% 47.8% 50.9% 50.9% 47.8% 43.5% 44.2% 41.0% 42.2%

Have Child Support  
   Agreement, Other  
   Marital Statuses 62.2% 62.8% 60.4% 63.4% 62.6% 63.7% 61.5% 59.0% 53.9% 53.1% 52.7%

Source: Author’s analysis of summary data from tables accompanying Timothy S. Grall, Current Population Reports, nos. P60-212,  
P60-217, P60-225, P60-230, P60-234, P60-237, P60-240, P60-246, P60-255, 2000–15, http://www.census.gov/prod/www/ 
population.html.
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