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Executive Summary 
  
  
I.  Introduction 
  
Child support arrears (past due support) have grown dramatically in California 
during the past 10 years.  In March 2000, when the Collectibility Study began, 
California had $14.4 billion in child support arrears.  In federal fiscal year (FFY) 

2001, the arrears had grown to $17 billion, representing 20 percent of the 
nation’s child support arrears.  That same year, California had only 12 percent of 
the nation’s caseload.  Ten years earlier, in FFY 1992, California’ s arrears stood 

at $2.5 billion, or 10 percent of the nation’s arrears, and it had 10 percent of the 
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61 percent were found in three years of EDD quarterly earnings data (1997-
1999).  We found 59 percent of debtors in FTB’s Wage Master File and 30 
percent each year in California’s income tax records (1996-1998).  We found 27 
percent of debtors in OCSE’s quarterly earnings data for outside of California.  
These databases, all of which include earnings information, identified nearly 80 
percent of California’s child support debtors. 
  
We also examined several data sources that did not report earnings or income, 
but reported bank accounts, Medi-Cal receip-
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-3.75 0 4D 0.276  Tc0425128  Tw80r  TmWor iry33.25 0  TDupport debtors.
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amount of debt held among those who had some form of debt was only $2,200.  
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Characteristics Used to Analyze Collectibility 
Prior research on the collectibility of child support debt and tax debt suggests the 
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A Significant Share of the Debt is Owed by Parents with Low Income and 
High Debts 



                                                                                                                                



                                                                                                                                





                                                                                                                                Executive Summary - 15- 

Table 10. Estimating the Collectibility of California’s Arrears   
Using the Revised Micro-Using the RevisedSu8 (  Tj
138.75 Revise re h W  Revise-3) Tj
138.75 0  39re h W 025       Could Payj
3.7Firstutive S05.435-13.5  TDsing t5  TcllecY3.5      4 
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3) Assessing interest at 10 percent per year. 
 
Analyzing 29 California LCSAs, we find that 76 Percent of Arrears Accrued 
Between November 2000 and October 2001 Were Held by Debtors Who 
Could Not Afford to Pay their Child Support Order; 24 Percent Were Held by 
Debtors Who Could Afford to Pay their Order and Did Not 
Dw4 PeableouldpAfford tooPay tbutdre Held by 
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Report 1 
 

Child Support Performance Measures  
and County Characteristics: How Related Are They? 
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c. Rate of Summons Served in FFY 

• Formula: Obligors or putative fathers served with a summons and 
complaint in the fiscal year divided by the number of IV-D cases needing 
paternity established or support orders at the end of the federal fiscal 
year. 

 
d. Rate of Support Orders Established in FFY  

• Formula: Number of IV-D cases with a support order established in the 
fiscal year divided by the number of IV-D cases needing a support order 
at the end of the federal fiscal year. 

 
e. Percent of Cte2299scal y69 1 

• -

D cr suppoftabarrl fs40045446  Tw (fied in t56 ) Tj
-300.75 -14.2614 TD -0.0463  Tc 5w (ascal year dividtotdered by the number 19) Tj
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IV.  Relationships between County and IV-D Caseload Characteristics 
and Child Support Performance 
 
We examined the relationship between county and IV-D caseload characteristics and 
the county performance measures.  Table 2 lists the twenty economic, social and 
demographic measures of county characteristics and the eight measures of IV -D 
caseload characteristics considered in the analysis.
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other and were significantly related to the same performance measures.  In the final 
analysis, we used the per capita income measure because it had the strongest 
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Table 5.  Regression Models 
 









APPENDIX A
Figure1. Percent of Counties by Collections Rate

14%

47%

28%

9%

0% 0% 0%
2%

0%

5%

10%

15%

20%

25%

30%

35%

40%

45%













                                                                                                                                                Appendix B -  1 

 





         



         Report 2 



         Report 2 -  4 
 

the Treasury, Financial Management Services (FMS)).  Updated information is.  turned 
from these agencies to the IDB, which, in turn, creates.  ports on any intercepts.  Any 
collections are sent directly to the LCSAs.    

 
The IDB does.not.  flect all of the child support arrears in California.  Count ies are 



         Report 2 -  5 
 

Table 1.  Comparison of 1999 Arrears from IDB and CSSTAR 
LCSA IDB CSSTAR                  Ratio 
Alameda 506,212,812 549,687,514 92% 
Alpine 1,582,915 1,560,972 101% 
Amador 16,474,559 16,641,437 99% 
Butte 121,328,490 220,205,845 55% 
Calaveras  19,426,673 20,905,923 93% 
Colusa 6,044,915 5,885,161 103% 
Contra Costa  220,205,845301,096,351TD 0  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
92.25 0  TD 0.247  Tc 0  Tw (55%) Tj
18.96 0  TD 0  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
ET
66 659.25 0.75 375 re f
66.75 670.5 108 0.375 r f
174.75 648.75 0.75 375 re f
66.75 670.55 111.7375 r re f
287.25 648.75 0.75 375 re f
66.75 670.5110.2375 r re f
398.25 648.75 0.75 375 re f
66.75 670.5109.5375 r f f
508.5 648.75 0.75 375 re f
66.75 670.5 1 627 f
66.75 74.75 649.5 0.75 927 f
66.75 74.75 649.75 0.75 27 f
66.75 74.75 649.75 0.75 27 f
66.75 74.75 649.5 0.75 27 f
66.75 74.75 649.TD
0.041935  Tc 0 0419  Tw ( )Tw ra CostDel Nor  TD 0  ra -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
123.75 0  TD 614  Tc 0  Tw (20,905,923) Tj
30.5810  TD 0  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
64.5 0  TD 0.0714  Tc 0  Tw (20,905,923) 9,373,74 0  TD 0  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
64.5 0  TD  0.247  Tc 0  Tw (55%) Tj
18.88 0  TD 0  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
ET
66 659.25 0.75 27re f
66.75 670.5 108 0.27r f
174.75 648.75 0.75 27re f
66.75 670.55 111.727r re f
287.25 648.75 0.75 27re f
66.75 670.5110.227r re f
398.25 648.75 0.75 27re f
66.75 670.5109.527r f f
508.5 648.75 0.75 27re f
66.75 670.5 1041775 re f
174.75 671.25 0.75 1775 re f
174.75 671.75 0.75 1775 re f
174.75 671.75 0.75 1775 re f
174.75 671.5 0.75 1775 re f
174.75 671.TD
0.0409  Tc 0 1868  Tw ( )4388
ET
66El DoTD 0  20714  Tc 0  T89 (55%) Tj
18.rado0  TD 0a -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
123.75 0  TD10.0873  Tc 0  Tw (220,205,845132,131,703TD 0  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
92.25 0  TD 0.0873  Tc 0  Tw (220,205,845107,587,826TD 0  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
92.25 0  TD2467  Tc 0  Tw (103%) Tj
24 2  TD 0  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
ET
66 648.75 0.75 165 re f
66.75 670.5 108 0.165 r f
174.75 648.75 0.75 165 re f
66.75 670.55 111.7165 r re f
287.25 648.75 0.75 165 re f
66.75 670.5110.2165 r re f
398.25 648.75 0.75 165 re f
66.75 670.5109.5165 r f f
508.5 648.75 0.75 165 re f
66.75 670.5 10406re f
174.75 638.25 0.75 06re f
174.75 638.75 0.75 06re f
174.75 638.75 0.75 06re f
174.75 638.5 0.75 06re f
174.75 638.TD
0.0597 f
6  Tc 0  w (Calaveras) Fresno  TD 0  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
141.75 0  TD31.0873  Tc 0  Tw (220,205,845567,206,240TD 0  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
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92.25 0  TD 0.247  Tc 0  Tw (55%) Tj
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ET
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66.75 659.25 108 075 5 r f
174.75 648.75 0.75 75 5 re f
66.75 659.25 111.775 5 r re f
287.25 648.75 0.75 75 5 re f
66.75 659.2110.275 5 r re f
398.25 648.75 0.75 75 5 re f
66.75 659.2109.575 5 r f f
508.5 648.75 0.75 75 5 re f
66.75 659.25 05955 re f
174.75 649.5 0.75 5955 re f
174.75 649.75 0.755955 re f
174.75 649.75 0.755955 re f
174.75 649.5 0.755955 re f
174.75 649.TD
0.055 0.75 Tc 0 1476(55%) Tj
18.GlennTD 0  T  Tc -0.252  Tw ( ) Tj
ET
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Sixty-one percent of California’s child support debtors (509,095) have a current child 
support order.  Among those with a current order, the median amount due is $300 a 
month.  In other words, half of the debtors with current orders are suppose to pay less 
than $300; half are suppose to pay $300 or more. Table 7 gives the distribution of 
current child support orders for child support debtors. 
 
The IDB reports a birth year for 75 percent of the debtors.  The median age for those 
with a birth year is 39 years old.  Sixteen percent of the debtors are under 30; 14 
percent are 50 years old or older; 70 percent are in their thirties and forties. 
 
IV.  Other Data Sources that Will be Used in the Collectibility Study 

 
This section describes the numerous statewide data sets that we examinherors with c5 0  TD 0  Tc plete -0.0542  Tc 1.3848  Tw1rs ar $357half arebesear fo foro obtalita.5  ta ghj
0 -1ts ndiurre undercdy
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Table 8.  Number and Percent of Debtors in Each Administrative Data Set 
 Administrative Data Set Number of 

Debtors Matched to IDB 

 

Percent of 
Debtors Matched to IDB

 
EDD Quarterly Earnings File (1997-99) 511,790 61% 
Wage Master File (1998) 489,750 59% 
California Income Tax (1998) 250,336 30% 
California Income Tax (1997) 247,899 30% 
California Income Tax (1996) 247,318 30% 
Quarterly Earnings outside of CA (1999) 228,329 27% 
Financial Institution Data Match (2000) 141,228 17% 
Receives Medi-Cal (2000) 76,631 9% 
In California State Prisons (2000) 22,790 3% 
In the California Youth Authority (2000) 263 0% 
In the Death Records (2000) 257 0% 

         Source: DCSS, Integrated Data Base; EDD, Quarterly Earnings; FTB, Wage Master File, Tax Files 
         and FIDM; CDC, California State Prisons and California Youth Authority; Department of Health 
         Services, Medi-Cal Receipt and Death Records; OCSE, OCSE Data on Earnings outside CA. 

 
 

Quarterly Earnings in California 
 
We have access to 12 quarters of earnings from EDD, for January 1997 through 
December hro9.  These data consist of earnings reported by employers covered by the 
unemployment insurance (UI) code.  Nearly all employers are covered by this code.5 
The largest exceptions are for the self-employed and independent contractors, which 
we discuss below.   

 
We were given access to quarterly earnings information for all employees in the State of 
California for whom information was reported.  Over 26
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percent of California’s child support arrears are owed to the government; only 30 
percent is classified as non-TANF and owed to families.  

 
• 
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Endnotes 
 
1  California Franchise Tax Board. 1999. “Improving the Collection of Child Support Arrearages in 
California.” (June). 
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recent income in earlier years was $12,754.  Only seven percent of debtors without 
recent income had a positive bank account balance, which is about half the percentage 
figure for debtors with recent income.   

 
About half (53 percent) of the debtors without recent income have a child support order; 
for those with a child support order, the median amount is $277 a month.  This median 
amount is only $25 a month less than the median child support order for debtors with 
recent income.  Thus, debtors without recent income who have a child support order are 
expected to pay approximately the same amount in current support as debtors with 
recent income.   

 
Examining Debtors with Recent Income 
 
Table 5 reports the median amount owed in child support arrears and the median 
amount owed in current support by income level for debtors who do have recent net 
income.  It also reports the ratios of the amount owed in arrears and current support to 
net income.  In general, debtors with recent income owe a median amount of $8,118 in 
child support arrears, which is somewhat lower than the median amount for all debtors 
($9,447).  The debt-to-net income ratio for all debtors with recent income is .89, 
meaning that this group of debtors holds 89 cents of debt for each dollar of net income.  
For those who have a monthly child support order, the median monthly order amount is 
$305, which represents 35 percent of their net income.  
 
Table 5 also shows, however, that for debtors with net incomes below $5,000, child 
support arrears are exceedingly large relative to their annual income.  We calculate a 
debt-to-net income ratio for these debtors of 7.58, which means that for every dollar of 
net income these debtors owe $7.58 in child support arrears.  In contrast, debtors with 
incomes over $70,000 have a debt-to-income ratio of .05, meaning that for every dollar 
of their net income they owe 5 cents in child support arrears.  Even in absolute terms, 
low-income debtors have more child support debt than high-income debtors.  Table 5 
shows that the median debt for noncustodial parents with net incomes below $5,000 is 
$10,790, while the median debt for noncustodial parents with net income over $70,000 
is half that amount. 
 
The debt-to-income ratios for low-income debtors are exceedingly high relative to 
similar ratios calculated for low-income families holding private debt, such as credit card 
balances, installment loans, and home-secured debt.  According to research reported in 
the Federal Reserve Bulletin, less than half of families with incomes below $10,000 held 
any form of private debt in 1998.  The median amount of debt held among those who 
had some form of debt was only $2,200 and their debt-to-income ratio was .9. 2 
 
One factor that appears to be contributing to the large arrears of low-income obligors is 
the high current support orders that they face.  Table 5 shows that individuals who have 
a child support order and have incomes below $5,000 have a median child support 
order of $280 a month.  These orders are twice as high as the debtors’ net monthly 
income.  Even debtors with net incomes between $5,000 and $10,000 who have a child 
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Income is a strong predictor of paying off one’s debts, so much so that the private 
sector uses income to determine access to loans.  In its review of unpaid tax 
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Simulation Results Regarding the Collectibility of California’s Arrears 
 
Our next task is to estimate how much California can realistically expect to collect of the 
$14.4 billion in child support arrears.  We estimate potential collections over a 10-year 
period since child support debt in California has no statute of limitation.  We limited our 
estimation to 10 years because the methodology that we employ is not flexible enough 
to project far into the future.  We should note that after the first year or two, the amounts 
that we estimate that could be collected decline dramatically, and, by the end of the 
tenth year, are quite small.  This is because most debtors have relatively small debts, 
and, in our simulation, they pay these debts off relatively quickly.  Remember, as we 
noted earlier, half of debtors have debts below $10,000.  These are large sums of 
money, but many debtors can pay these amounts off.  It is the 30 percent of debtors 95.25 -1 -14.25  TD -0.0431  Tc 1.254  Tw (with debts over $20,000 that hold the lion share of California’s debt and who will have ) Tj
0 -13.5  TD -0.0044  Tc 1.3414  Tw (great difficulty paying off their debts.  In our simulation exercises, these latter debtor) Tj
461.25 0  TD 0.75  Tc -0.336  Tw (s 95.25 461.25 -14.25  TD -0.0709  Tc 0.4849  Tw (continue to make payments toward their debts for all 1  TD 0., but because there are so ) Tj
0 -13.5  TD -0.0651  Tc 3.3853  Tw (few of them the total amount they pay is small. Thu., even if we had forecasted ) Tj
T* 0.0179  Tc -0.0812  Tw (collections for 2  TD 0., the amounts collected would not increase much. ) Tj
388.5 0  TD 0  Tc -0.336  Tw ( ) Tj
-352.5 -14.25  TD ( ) Tj
-36 -13.5  TD 0.1242  Tc 1.7898  Tw (Our simulat) Tj
63 0  TD 0.0159  Tc 1.8299  Tw (ion methodology rests upon several assumptions.  First, we assume that ) Tj
-63 -14.25  TD -0.0623  Tc 4.5148  Tw (individuals have the same net income every year for 1  TD 0..  Obviously, this) Tj
0  Tc -0.336  Tw ( ) Tj
0 -13.5  TD -0.0603  Tc 1.1743  Tw (assumption is an oversimplification.  Debtors’ incomes are going to rise and fall over a ) Tj
T* 0.078  Tc 0  Tw (10) Tj
13.5 0  TD -0.246  Tc (-) Tj
3.75 0  TD -0.0704  Tc 1.9844  Tw (year period.  ) Tj
75.75 0  TD -0.0145  Tc 1.8035  Tw (This volatility will depend, in part, on the performance of the overall ) Tj
-93 -14.25  TD 0.0032  Tc 0.4577  Tw (economy, but it will also depend on the fortune and misfortune of individuals.  Since we ) Tj
0 -13.5  TD -0.042  Tc 3.4024  Tw (do not know whose incomes are going to experience volatility, or how the macro ) Tj
0 -14.25  TD -0.0857  Tc 2.7497  Tw (economy is going) Tj
98.25 0  TD -0.0239  Tc 2.6302  Tw ( to perform, the easiest assumption is to assume no change.  In ) Tj
-98.25 -13.5  TD 0.023  Tc 1.891  Tw (addition, if income were to change, child support orders might change as well; as a ) Tj
0 -13.5  TD -0.0287  Tc 1.2427  Tw (result, our order amounts would be incorrect.  Fhe end1n4  Tw (iont, we assume that ) Tj03 -14.25  TD 0.2238  Tc 151612  Tw (child support ordersdro ) Tj1341.25 0  TD 0.0159  Tc 204853  Tw (not change for 1  TD 0, unlesis the debtoa’symougiest(child ) Tj
-341.25 -13.5  TD 0.0059  Tc 136891  Tw (urons18d, inwhiuchcause the order isreducted tozero. ) Tj2901.2554.25  TD/F1 84.25  f
 -0.088  Tc 0  Tw 7r) Tj
2.5 54.25  TD/F1 812  f
 0.0245  Tc 113153  Tw .  We also assume thatdDebtors’ ) Tj
2944.75 -14.25  TD 0.2246  Tc -0.0484  Tw bank accmountbalmancrsdro(not change over 1  TD 0..  ) Tj2871.25 0  TD 0  Tc -0.336  Tw ( ) Tj
2871.25 -13.5  TD ( ) Tj
0 -13.5  TD -0.132  Tc 0.427  Tw Wwe assume that(individuals paya certa in percenagce of t ) Tj
301.5 0  TD -0.1188  Tc 0.7548  Tw heir net income towardcuorrnt, ) Tj
-301.5 -14.25  TD -0.2509  Tc 036849  Tw  andpaest(child suppore.  We employthreen percenagcefigtur(s 95.23427 0  TD 0  Tc 0  Tw s�r) Tj812 0  TD 0.0932  Tc 019036  Tw (30, 40y, an 530 percen..  ) Tj-3 -1 -13.5  TD -0.1945  Tc 132841  Tw Tthe o we bmoude estimate assumse thatdDebtort will payupd to 30 percent of their net ) Tj
0 -14.25  TD -0.438  Tc 1.878  Tw (income incuorrnt, andpaest(child suppore. Tthesupwe b ) Tj2975 0  TD -0.0188  Tc 099843  Tw moude increasse that percenagce ) Tj
2970 -13.5  TD -0.0342  Tc 1.0712  Tw figturd to530 percen.. Aga iy, thit assumption isa trRemndiou rsimplification.  Wecwould 

notbuhilda moare sphittficatedmodelt of(collectionsdnue toae lckt ofnencrsarys) Tj
0  Tc -0.336  Tw ( ) Tj
0 -14.25  TD -0.0142  Tc 355038  Tw (irformation.  Fheexaimpet, wecwould havebuhitda modelt th 95.23413.5 0  TD 0.0769  Tc 280684  Tw It ismoarerefllectvce of ) Tj-3413.5 -13.5  TD -0.3032  Tc 059743  Tw  California’s(child supportguideline0., but wedro(not have the net income of thecustodial( ) Tj
0 -14.25  TD -0.7038  Tc 1.3148  Tw  pacen..  Sinc ea rsim pen perc enagc efigturn isa roughe es tim ate of the am ount thatc would ) Tj
0 -13.5  TD 0.30  Tc -01136  Tw bes  c ollec tet, weausea rhange fn perc enagc efigtur(h. ) Tj2751.25 0  TD 0  Tc -0.336  Tw ( ) Tj
2391.25 -13.5  TD ( ) Tj
-36 -14.25  TD -0.778  Tc 0  Tw Wr) Tj811.25 0  TD 0.0188  Tc 0.036  Tw re ellected530 percen; as  oursupwe bm oude es tim ate of the percent of net incomepaild 
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Endnotes 
 
1 We should note t
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We also find that everyone did not pay 30 percent of their net income toward child 
support, arrears, and interest, or any other fixed percentage figure.  Instead, the percent 
of net income devoted to child support, arrears and interest falls as a parent’s net 
income rises.  Parent debtors who have a child support order and net incomes over 
$30,000, for example, are only paying 19 percent of their net income toward child 
support, arrears, and interest.    
 
V.  Revising the Simulation Model 
  
The primary revision to the microsimulation involved changing our assumptions 
regarding how much parent debtors could pay toward their arrears.  Instead of 
assuming that parent debtors paid 30 to 50 percent of their net income toward current 
support, interest, or arrears, we assume that all parent debtors in5aestatent oCali, fniaet 
 
 

as3oward ch54 much pOe figimpr4.2mLCSsion invol  Tcperceone dmad25  FirssumareupdTj
0   Tmeasur
0 -14539  Tc 48364  Twd p46suming t96055aesasum2LCSAsor exi.5  urrent 23arrears54t
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parents from paying arrears and current support and, possibly, drive them to the 
underground economy and away from their children.   
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How did we determine that 27 percent of child support arrears were 
interest?  -  
The statewide child support data that we have access to for this study (i.e. the Intercept 
Data Base) does not indicate how much of arrears are interest.  However, we obtained 
information about interest from 27 LCSAs in two of California’s Child Support Consortia 
– CASES and StarKIDs.12   Using these data, we calculated the percent of arrears that are interest in these LCSAs.  We then estimated an ordinary least squares regression 

on the 27 LCSAs.  The dependent variable was the percent of arrears that are interest 
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have to be delivered to the person named in the proceeding, referred to as personal 
service.  If a complaint cannot be
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presumed to generate a minimum MBSAC order.23

 
 
 

  
 

1 2 
 0 . 0 6 0 6 
 0  - 1 1 . 2 5   T D  (  ) 4 7  T w  4 1  T w  (  )   T T 4 2
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child support authorities from benefiting from their evasion.  However, it appears that 
charging back support deters noncustodial parents from paying child support. A recent 
study by the Office of Inspector General for the U.S. Department of Health and Human 
Services found that obligors who were chargeca419  3 less likelTw oarent. A recent 
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Our regressions include the following control variables:  
 

1. the welfare status of the custodial parent,  
2. the current net income of the noncustodial parent,  
3. whether there is a current order,  
4. the number of children covered by the current order,  
5. whether the original order was for arrears only, or for both arrears and current 

support, and  
6. whether a wage withholding order is currently in place.    

 
The reason we control for these characteristics is because we think they will influence 
payment behavior and the amount of arrears owed.  We expect to find that debtors with 
children currently or formerly on welfare will be less likely to pay child support and will 
have higher arrears than debtors with children who have never been on welfare, even 
after controlling for other factors, because it is likely that some of their payments will go 
to the government rather than their children, which could discourage them from paying 
support and increase their arrears.  We expect to find that payment rates increase and 
arrears decline as income rises since debtors have a greater ability to pay as income 
rises.   
 
After controlling for other factors, we expect to find that payment rates are higher and 
arrears are higher when a debtor has a current support order because our payment rate 
reflects current and arrears payments and debtors with a current and arrears order are 
likely to have greater arrears than arrears-only debtors, all else being equal.  We expect 
arrears to increase as the number of children subject to the order increases, even after 
controlling for other factors, because the order amount increases with the number of 
children.  We do not have an expectation regarding the relationship between payment 
rates and the number of children subject to the order, once other factors are taken into 
account.  We expect debtors whose original order is for arrears only to be less likely to 
pay support, but to have lower arrears than other debtors for the same reasons given 
above regarding debtors with a current support order.  Finally, as we discuss more 
thoroughly below, we expect that debtors with a wage withholding order in place to be 
more likely to pay support and have lower arrears, all else equal.  
 
In Ten California LCSAs, Debtors were Significantly Less Likely to Pay 
Child Support and Had Significantly Higher Arrears if their Orders were set 
by Default, their Orders were set at MBSAC Levels, or they were Assessed 
Back Support than Similarly Situated Debtors who were not affected by 
these Policies 
 
We find that default orders, orders set at MBSAC levels, and back support are all 
associated with significantly lower payment rates and higher arrears balances, even 
after controlling for other intervening factors, in the ten LCSAs for which we have 
complete information.   Specifically, as Table 6 shows debtors with default orders were 
17 percent less likely to pay support over a 12-month period and had arrears balances 
that were 26 percent higher than other similarly situated debtors without default orders.  
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Debtors with default orders set at MBSAC levels were 27 percent less likely to pay 
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guidelines.  Child support orders are expressed in fixed deel5f amounts, and over time 
the needs of the child and the financial circumstances of either parent may change.  
Without periodic review and adjustment, child support obligations could become 
inadequate and no longer reflect parents’ ability to pay.   
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findings strongly suggest that all debtors who had their orders set at MBSAC levels 
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V I I .   C h i l d  S u p p o r t  E n f o r c e m e n t  

 

S t a t e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  a g e n c i e s  h a v e  s o m e  o f  t h e  t o u g h e s t  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  e n f o r c e m e n t  t o o l s  

in the world, including new hire directories, immediate w a g e  w i t h h o l d i n g ,  l i c e n s e  

s u s p e n s i o n ,  f i n a n c i a l  i n s t i t u t i o n  d a t a  m a t c h ,  a n d  p a s s p o r t  r e v o c a t i o n .   D u e  t o  d a t a  

constraints, we could only examin25 age withholding, which is considered by many in 

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

support.  Below, we describe the extent to which  age withholding is used and its 

i m p a c t  o n  p a y m e n t  b e h a v i o r .   W e  s t a r t  b y  g i v i n g  s o m e  b a c k g r o u n d  i n f o r m a t i o n  a b o u t  

t h e  d e v e l o p m e n t  o f   a g e  w i t h h o l d i n g .  

 

B a c k g r o u n d  o n  W a g e  W i t h h o l d i n g  P o l i c i e s  

 

Wage withholding is the primary method used by the child support program to ensure 

child support payments.  Wage withholding refers to the automatic deduction of child 

support payments from a noncustodial parent's paycheck.  Prior to 1988, fed eral law 

mandated  age withholding, but only when obligors fell behind in their child support 

payments.  During the 1980s, many states began to implement  age withholding before 

o b l i g o r s  b e c a m e  d e l i n q u e n t ,  a  p r a c t i c e  r e f e r r e d  t o  a s  “ i m m e d i a t e ”   a g e  w i t h h o l 2 0 0 . 2   

B e c a u s e  t h i s  p r a c t i c e  w a s  c o n s i d e r e d  h i g h l y  e f f e c t i v e  i n  c o l l e c t i n g  c h i l d  s u p p o r t ,  

C o n g r e s s  m a n d a t e d  i m m e d i a t e   a g e  w i t h h o l d i n g  f o r  a l l  n e w  c a s e s  i n  t h e  c h i l d  s u p p o r t  

system.  

 

Until the mid - 1 9 9 0 s ,  o n 2 5  e a k n e s s  w i t h  t h e  w a g e  w i t h h o l d i n g  p r o c e s s  w a s  t h a t  o n c e  

obligors moved to another job, wage withholding orders did not immediately follow.  

Child support agencies would not find out about job changes until months later, through 

their automated earnings information. To reduce the amount of time that la p s e s  

between the start of a job and the placement of a wage withholding order, Congress 

mandated in 1996 that states establish comprehensive directories of new hires.  The 

new hire directories gather information from employers about all newly hired employe e s .   

w a g e  w i t h h o l d i n g  o r d e r s  t h a t  a r e  s e n t  t o  e m p l o y e r s .    

 

W a g e  W i t h h o l d i n g  i n  2 9  L C S A s  i n  C a l i f o r n i a  

 

Table 8 shows that 70 percent of debtors in 29 LCSAs in Califo rnia had a wage 

w i t h h o l d i n g  o r d e r  i n  p l a c e  i n  2 0 0 0 .

3 6

   U s i n g  m u l t i v a r i a t e  r e g r e s s i o n  a n a l y s i s ,  w e  a l s o  

find that debtors with wage withholding orders in place are more likely to pay child 

s u p p o r t  o r  a r r e a r s  t h a n  s i m i l a r l y  s i t u a t e d  d e b t o r s  w i t h o u t  w a g e  w i t h h o l d i n g  o r d e r s  i n  

p l a c e .   S p e c i f i c a l l y ,  w e  f i n d  t h a t  7 0  p e r c e n t  o f  d e b t o r s  w i t h  a  w a g e  w i t h h o l d i n g  o r d e r  i n  

place paid child support or arrears over a 12 - month period.  In contrast, only 43 percent 
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owed rewards irresponsible behavior and discourages obligors from paying on time, 
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Make Equitable Adjustments to Existing Arrear2 Balances.   Massachusetts is 
considering adopting a policy whereby state-owed arrear2 are adjusted if a debtor’s 
arrear2 reflect periods in which the child support order greatly exceeded the debtor’s 
ability to pay.  For example, if a debtor spent several year2 in prison and never had 
his/her child support order modified during that period, any state-owed arrear2 accrued 
during that period would be forgiven by the child support agency. 
 
We recommend that the California Legislature give DCSS the authority to consider all of 
these options.  The last one, in particular, deserves consideration since we show that 
child support orders for low-income obligor2 in California have tended to exceed 
debtors’ ability to pay child support.   California, for example, may want 0.0184  Tc 1eo2  Tw (ability to pay.3e109 Tc 0.5219  Tw (aeliminaing atate) Tj
38625 0  TD -0.2467 Tc 0  Tw (-) Tj
3.75 0  TD -0.03 8  Tc 0.5278  Tw (twed arrear2 acssociaed iwithdesfaul orders fers fers fers fers2xceATSAC l-14lshat ) T to pa9313  Tc 0.3827  w (aeli65  T41ons.  The las to pa we show that ) Tj
0 -14.25  TD -0.0085  Tc 4.36  Tw (c0.0063  Tc3F14.8  ant 0.0184  Tc 1eo2.j
41.25  TD.TD 0  Tw (We) Tj
18 0  TD -0.06   TD.TD-1 to Existinow that) Tj
211ake Equitablee sh6.2467 Tc 0 2
0 -14.25  90 0  TD IX. Conclus shof
-0.025  TD 0  Tw (We) Tj
211ake Equitable-025  TD-1 
-454..336  Tow that) uitablee sh454..336  Tg Arrear2 Beed2 5  w e d  a r r e a r 2  a c c r u e d  
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• Eliminate the Use of MBSAC in Determining Presumed Income and Instead: 
 

1. Maximize the use of all income data sources, including income history, when 
setting orders; always review quarterly earnings and tax information 

2. Presume income at full-time minimum wage if actual income or income history is 
not found; allow one year to set aside presumed income and notify obligors of 
set-aside when making first collection 

 
• Ask Employers for the Wage Rate and Estimated Weekly Hours of New 

Employees on the New Hire Directory Form and Make this Information 
Available to LCSAs to Help in the Process of Setting Orders 
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19  See U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Child Support Enforcement. 2002.  
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37  Office of Child Support Enforcement. 1999. Compromise of Child Support Arrears. PIQ-99-03. March. 
Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Health and Human Services.  
 
38  See U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Child Support Enforcement. 2002.  
Managing Child Support Arrears: A Discussion Framework. 
http://www.acf.dhhs.gov/programs/cse/pubs/2002/reports/arrears/index.html. 
 
39  Ibid. 
 
40  Ibid. 
 
41  For a description of the Maryland program, see Maryland Child Support Enforcement Administration. 
2000. State Owed Child Support Arrears Leveraging Program. 
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Endnotes 
 
1  See Report 2. 
 
2  Sorensen, Elaine and Chava Zibman. 2001. “Getting to Know Poor Fathers Who Do Not Pay Child 
Support.” Social Service Review 75(3): 420-434. 
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