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Chairman Herger and Members of the Human Resources Subcommittee, thank you for
this opportunity to testify about the impact of the 1996 Congressional child support reforms on
the child support system and proposals to better serve custodial and noncustodial parents and
their children.

I am testifying today on behalf of the National Women’s Law Center.  The Center is a
nonprofit organization that has worked since 1972 to advance and protect women’s legal rights. 
Since the creation of the child support enforcement program under Title IV-D of the Social
Security Act in 1975 (the “IV-D program”), the Center has worked at the state and federal level
to improve the federal/state child support system, and has provided information to women across
the country about their rights to child support enforcement services.  The Center also is engaged
jointly with the Center on Fathers, Families and Public Policy in the Common Ground Project. 
This Project brings together public policy advocates, practitioners and researchers who work with
low-income mothers and fathers to develop and advance child support, welfare, and family law
policies that foster effective co-parenting relationships between low-income parents and increase
economic and emotional support for children.  The first report of the Common Ground project,
Family Ties: Improving Paternity Establishment Practices and Procedures for Low-Income
Mothers, Fathers and Children was issued last year.1

To summarize:  The child support reforms enacted by Congress in 1996 have
substantially improved the performance of the child support program.  Preliminary data show that
the collection rate has doubled in the last five years.  But even with further improvements in
collection rates, the amount of child support actually received by poor children will be limited by
two factors:  the child support program’s continued mission of recovering welfare costs, rather
than helping families achieve self sufficiency, and the limited capacity of noncustodial parents
who are poor themselves to pay child support.  H.R. 1471 would help address both of these
issues.  The assignment and distribution reforms in H.R. 1471, when fully implemented, would
give an additional $1 billion per year in child support to low-income custodial parents and
children, instead of to the government for welfare reimbursement, allowing these payments by
noncustodial parents to make a direct contribution to their children’s well-being.  In addition,
H.R. 1471 would provide funding for demonstration projects to improve services for low-income
noncustodial parents, an area where additional research is needed.   However, to bring families
out of poverty, not just off of welfare, we will need to do much more to support the efforts of
custodial and noncustodial parents, mothers and fathers, in the next phase of welfare reform.
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The 1996 Reforms Have Substantially Improved the Child Support Program

In 1996, Congress approved sweeping reforms of the child support enforcement system,
designed to make it a more automated, integrated, and nationwide system.  Implementing these
reforms has not been easy, and the process is not yet complete in a number of states.2  However,
preliminary data show that the new national databases, automated case processing, and
enforcement tools required by Congress are making a major difference for the program -- and for
many children.

Between 1995 and 2000, the collection rate for cases with orders in the IV-D program
doubled.  In 1995, even after a support order was put in place, collections were made in only
about a third (34 percent) of cases.  In 2000, collections were made in more than two-thirds (68
percent) of IV-D cases with orders.  In addition, the percentage of cases with orders increased,
from 57 percent in 1995 to 61 percent in 2000.  Overall, collections rose by 64 percent, from $11
to $18 billion.3

The improvements that Congress has promoted in child support enforcement -- not just in
the last five years, but since the program was created -- have been particularly dramatic for low-
income, never-married mothers and their children.  The percentage of never-married mothers
receiving child support increased by more than 400 percent between 1976 and 1997, from 4
percent to 18 percent.4  Improved child support enforcement between 1978 and 1998 has
increased the incomes of single mothers by 16 percent and the incomes of single mothers with a
high school degree or less by 21 percent.5 

Receipt of child support can contribute substantially to family income.  Elaine Sorensen’s
analysis of data from the 1997 National Survey of America’s Families shows that child support
accounts, on average, for 16 percent of the family income of all families who receive it.  Child
support represents an even larger proportion of income -- 26 percent -- for poor families who
receive it.  And for poor children not on welfare, whose parents may keep all current support
collected, child support provides, on average, 35 percent of family income -- when families
receive it.  However, only 29 percent of poor children who have a parent living elsewhere live in
families that receive child support. 6  

There is still plenty of room for improvement in the child support enforcement system.
Although the overall trends are very encouraging, progress is uneven among the states.  In 1999,
the latest year for which such state-by-state IV-D data are available, the five best-performing
states collected support in over 80 percent of their cases with orders, as compared to 62 percent
nationally.  However, in the five worst-performing states, collections were made in less than 40
percent of cases with orders.7  Although a number of factors may contribute to differences in
performance among states, the level of investment in the program plays a key role; states that
make substantial investments in child support enforcement achieve better results than states that
do not.8  

It is important to continue to work to strengthen the IV-D program, and H.R. 1471
includes a number of important enforcement reforms.  Title II of H.R. 1471 would require IV-D
agencies to review and modify child support orders for TANF recipients every three years, and to
do a complete case review for families leaving TANF to ensure that every effort is made to help
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them secure child support. Title IV would expand the use of passport sanctions to obtain child
support, allow the tax refund intercept program to be used to collect past-due child support for
children who are no longer minors, and permit the garnishment of veterans’ benefits for child
support in certain circumstances.

We also are pleased that H.R. 1471 does not include proposals advanced in the last
Congress that would give private, for-profit collection companies access to confidential
government databases and enforcement tools.  Such proposals could undermine the child support
enforcement program and reduce the support actually received by children, as I and other
witnesses testified to this Subcommittee last year.9 

However, even with improved enforcement by the IV-D program, the amount of child
support many poor children can expect to receive will remain limited for two reasons.  First, the
child support payments may go not to children and parents struggling to achieve self-sufficiency,
but to the state and federal governments as reimbursement for public assistance.   Second, some
of the noncustodial parents of poor children – mostly fathers10 – are poor themselves, and have
limited capacity to pay child support (see discussion below).  

The Assignment and Distribution Reforms in H.R. 1471 Would Increase Child Support for
Poor Children

H.R. 1471 would do much to address these fundamental issues.  The distribution reforms
in Title I, when fully implemented, would direct more than $1 billion a year in additional child
support to low-income families,11 increasing the economic security of children and custodial
parents and encouraging noncustodial parents to pay child support.  

When the federal-state child support program was established in 1975, its primary goal
was to reimburse public welfare costs.  Families receiving public assistance were, and still are,
required to assign their rights to child support to the state.  But, from the beginning, the program
also served families not receiving public assistance, and, over time, the proportion of families
served by the IV-D program who were not receiving public assistance grew.  Today, families
receiving Temporary Assistance for Needy Families (TANF) represent only about 20% of child
support cases.  However, most of the families served by the program are low and moderate
income; over 75% have incomes below 250% of poverty.12  

The child support program thus has two often competing goals:  recovering government
welfare costs and securing child support for children, or, in the words of the American Public
Human Services Association, “retaining collections from and giving collections to families.”13 
Attempts to reconcile these conflicting objectives have spawned a complex system of rules
governing the distribution of collected child support that is costly to administer, virtually
impossible to explain, and deeply frustrating to low-income mothers and fathers who want child
support to go to children.

As the participants in our Common Ground project explained, the continued emphasis on
using the child support system to reimburse the government can deprive children of the child
support they need, generate hostility toward the child support program, and create tensions
between parents.  Mothers are frustrated that they are not receiving help from the father; fathers
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are frustrated because they are making payments, but their efforts are not making a difference for 
their children.  And the effects of these policies can be felt by families even after they leave
TANF and are entitled to receive current support payments. In some circumstances, most notably
when child support is collected through intercepting federal tax refunds, child support collections
will go to repay government arrears before the family’s, even when the family is struggling to
avoid a return to welfare.  And the burden of repaying large debts to the government -- for
Medicaid reimbursement or past public assistance -- may interfere with the ability of a low-
income father to make current support payments.14

Changing the distribution rules must be a key element of any effort to promote
responsible fatherhood.  Fatherhood programs will have a hard time persuading low-income
fathers that they should pay child support through the formal child support system because “it’s
good for your kids,” if little if any of the money they pay goes to their children, as the experience
of the Parents Fair Share program suggests.15  In addition, the results of Wisconsin’s child
support experiment show that changing the rules so that child support goes to children increases
both the amounts that mothers receive and that fathers pay.

In Wisconsin’s W-2 program, for most custodial parents receiving cash assistance, all
child support paid was passed through and disregarded in calculating their grant.  A randomly
assigned control group received only a partial pass-through and disregard of child support. 
Comparing those in the full pass-through group with a control group receiving only part of what
is paid, researchers found that:

• mothers received more child support;
• fathers were more likely to pay child support;
• the largest effects were for cases new to the welfare system, suggesting that the impacts

would be even greater in the future as the proportion of new cases grows; and 
• there was little or no overall government cost, because the money no longer retained by

the state was offset by other savings in government programs.16

Title I of H.R.1471 would help move the child support program away from cost recovery
and toward family support in three important ways.  First, it would simplify the assignment and
distribution rules, and give families that left TANF first claim to the child support paid on their
behalf.  Second, it would give states more flexibility to adopt the child support pass-through and
disregard policies that promote their welfare reform goals.  It would not require states to pass
through child support to families receiving TANF.  However, to the extent that a state chose to
pass through child support to families receiving TANF and disregard the support in calculating
the amount of assistance, up to a certain limit, the federal government would forgo the federal
share.  Third, it would direct states not to use the child support system to collect Medicaid
birthing costs -- the type of impossibly large state debt, unrelated to ability to pay, that can make
it difficult for low-income noncustodial parents to make current support payments, and
discourage them from even trying.

These changes would have multiple benefits for parents, children, and the child support
system.   The extra money -- over $1 billion a year when the changes are fully implemented –
could make a real difference for low-income custodial parents and children.  And beyond the
money, both parents and children would have the satisfaction of seeing the child support
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payments made by noncustodial parents contribute directly to their children’s well-being.  The
simplification in the assignment and distribution rules also would reduce administrative costs for
states, and errors and delays in getting child support to families once they have left welfare.17

 There are additional advantages to be gained by enacting the distribution reforms in H.R.
1471 this year, rather than waiting for TANF reauthorization.  Simplified distribution rules will
save states that are still developing their statewide child support computer systems, most notably
California, time and money in system development.  States will be able to plan for and adjust to
these reforms before they have to deal with all the other changes TANF reauthorization will
bring.  And states that want to implement distribution reform quickly will be able to do so.

H.R. 1471 Would Fund Demonstration Projects Serving Low-Income Noncustodial Parents

Improving child support enforcement and giving child support to children will help many
low-income parents and children.  But when both parents are poor, income transfers between
parents, and even marriage, will not provide parents with the resources they need to give their
children a better life. 

The focus of this hearing is on “fatherhood proposals.”  But before turning to such
proposals, I would emphasize the need to improve services for both parents to increase their
ability to provide support to their children, as participants in the Common Ground project
recommend.18  Although many custodial mothers have left welfare and found jobs since
PRWORA was adopted, many are still poor or near poor.19  Indeed, the disposable incomes of the
poorest fifth of single mothers declined between 1995 and 1999.20The jobs most women who
leave welfare find are typically low wage, lack benefits, often have nonstandard hours, and offer
little stability or room for advancement.21   To bring children out of poverty, not just off of
welfare, we need to do more to increase the earning capacity of custodial and noncustodial
parents, mothers and fathers, in the next phase of welfare reform.

But while services for both parents need improvement, there is clearly a difference in the
amount of research available on the effectiveness of strategies for serving low-income custodial
parents, mostly mothers, as compared to the effectiveness of strategies for serving low-income
noncustodial parents, mostly fathers.  

There is a large body of research, spanning decades, on welfare-to-work strategies
targeting custodial mothers. We now know much more than we did a few years ago about the
circumstances of noncustodial fathers.22  We know that some noncustodial fathers have very low
or irregular earnings, limiting their capacity to provide adequate, regular child support.23  Indeed,
research into the circumstances of “fragile families,” is finding, in the words of researcher Sara
McLanahan, that new unmarried parents are alike in having “high hopes” for their children -- but
“low capacities” to provide for them.24   However, there is only one completed evaluation of the
effectiveness of a program targeting low-income noncustodial parents, the Parents’ Fair Share
Demonstration.  Although some other projects are underway, and will be evaluated, there is a
need for additional demonstration projects to identify the best ways to help this large, diverse, but
difficult to reach population.  

H.R. 1471 would provide funding for a competitive matching grants program for projects
designed to promote marriage, successful parenting, and to help fathers and their families avoid
or leave cash welfare and improve their economic status.  Services must be directed to low-
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1.  The Family Ties report is available on the web at http://www.nwlc.org/pdf/commgrnd.pdf, or on
request from the National Women’s Law Center or the Center for Fathers, Families and Public Policy.

2.  Several states -- California, Michigan, Ohio, Nebraska, South Carolina, and the Virgin Islands -- do
not yet have computer systems meeting the requirements Congress established in 1988.
http://www.acf.dhhs.gov/programs/cse/stsys/reviewsd.htm (last visited 6/26/01).

3.  The 1995 data are from U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Child Support
Enforcement, Child Support Enforcement: Twentieth Annual Report to Congress for Period Ending
September 30, 1995.  The 2000 data are from U.S. Department of Health and Human Services,
Administration for Children and Families, Press Release January 17, 2001, “HHS Announces New
Record Child Support Collections,” http://www.acf.dhhs.gov/news/press/2001/cse2001.htm (last visited
6/22/2001) and unpublished OCSE data compiled by Vicki Turetsky, Center for Law and Social Policy.

income parents:  fathers (and, under the nondiscrimination clause, mothers) of children who are
or recently have been TANF recipients or whose own income is less than 150 percent of poverty,
or, for up to 25 percent of participants, who are at risk of parenthood outside of marriage. 
Grantees must make available to each participant information about the causes of domestic
violence and child abuse and local programs to prevent and treat abuse.  In the competitive grant
process, preference is to be given to programs that, among other things, offer specific methods to
encourage or sustain marriage; have plans for actions to encourage or facilitate the payment of
child support; have cooperative agreements with other private and governmental agencies,
including the state TANF, child support, and child welfare agencies, the local workforce
investment board, and community-based domestic violence programs; and have clear strategies
for recruiting participants, especially new parents.  The bill provides funding for an evaluation of
projects by HHS, in consultation with the Department of Labor, to assess their effects on
marriage, parenting, employment, earnings, payment of child support, and incidence of domestic
violence, using random assignment whenever possible.

We welcome the emphasis in H.R.1471 on encouraging demonstration projects that serve
low-income parents, have strategies for increasing payment of child support, work in partnership
with other government and community agencies, and address domestic violence.  We understand
that many members of Congress, in addition to increasing emotional and economic support for
children from both parents, want to promote marriage.  Indeed, marriage is a goal and a value
shared by many low-income parents.25  There is a risk, however, that requiring grantee projects to
promote marriage too aggressively or too early may make it more difficult to reach the parents
who need services the most, or encourage relationships that pose risks to the other parent or
child.26   Programs that focus on helping young parents to improve their job prospects, nurturing,
and relationship skills, and address domestic violence -- as some have put it, making them more
marriageable27 -- may do more to promote good marriages than encouraging marriage before
parents are ready.  We hope that this Subcommittee will make it clear that such programs are
eligible for funding under H.R. 1471.

H.R. 1471 will do much to help low-income mothers and fathers who are struggling to
provide for their children.  A similar bill, H.R. 4678, passed the House last year with an
overwhelming, bipartisan vote of 405-18.  We hope this subcommittee will act quickly and
favorably on this proposal.
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