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Introduction

u

The District of Columbia is failing its children,
especially children from low-income families.
Because this failure is most visible in the case
of the public schools, the District government
has made school reform its number-one
priority. There is of course good reason
for this. As the Washington Post recently
reported, the District’s public
school system is among the worst
performing in the nation, and
the poor performance of DC’s
schools hurts children from poor
families the most.1

m
m

While the District government is
surely right to focus considerable
attention on the educational
needs of children, children from
poor District families are also
being hurt by another failure
- one that is equally pressing,
one that impacts their school
performance, but one that has
not received the critical attention
it deserves: the need of these
children for parental support. A crucial
element of that support is the responsibility
of the District’s child support system which
serves 65 percent – over 76,000 – of the
District’s children. And yet today, the District’s
child support system is failing to live up to its
promise for three out of four children on its
caseload. That failure, and the recommended
response to it, is the subject of this report.
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The District’s Child Support System

Flow of Child Support Money in DC

5 out of 6
non-custodial
parents
(83.1%) are
fathers

a

Non-Custodial Parent
If employed, withheld from
paycheck by employer

If unemployed or self-employed, paid
by check or credit card

m

OAG Child Support
Services Division/ Child
Support Clearinghouse

Custodial Parent
on TANF
(Up to $150)

S

u
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DC Gov gets
reimbursed
for TANF
expenditure.
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Fed Gov gets
reimbursed
for TANF
expenditure

Non-TANF
Custodial Parent:
Total $ Received

Avg. Amount Ordered = $399
(2000-2003)*
Avg. Amount Paid = $193
(2005)*
*Source:
http://www.ssa.gov/policy/docs/
policybriefs/pb2004-02.html

The District’s child support system is required by law to ensure that a parent who
is not living with his or her child provides an appropriate amount of ﬁnancial
support for the child.
The responsibility for making this happen lies primarily with the Child Support
Services Division of the Ofﬁce of the DC Attorney General. That ofﬁce is focusing
considerable attention on this responsibility and had made signiﬁcant progress in
recent years.
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However, by every important measure,
the system is failing the District’s children
– and the consequences of that failure are
devastating.

u

There are more children enrolled in the
District’s child support system than in
District of Columbia Public and Charter
Schools combined.2 All these children
deserve and need monetary support from
their non-custodial parents; and yet fewer
than 1 in 4 of these children – only 18,000
of 76,000 – received any payment at all from
their absent parent in 2006.

m

And yet, fewer than one-ﬁfth of the poorest
children received any of the child support
to which they were entitled last year.

m

This failing hits African-American families
in the District particularly hard. These
families already suffer disproportionately
from poverty, unemployment, crime,
incarceration, failing schools, low academic
achievement, teen pregnancy, and a host of
other socio-economic challenges. They are
also disproportionately represented in the
child support system which, in the District,
serves mostly never-married parents. In
Wards 7 and 8, where approximately 95% of
residents are African-American, over 80%
of children are born to a single woman.
Over half of all the District’s children live in
households headed by a single woman, and
half of these have incomes below the federal
poverty level.3

a
r
y

Not surprisingly, the District’s failure to
ensure child support for three quarters
of the children entitled to it, i.e., 58,000
District children, is reﬂected on every
important measure by which the federal
government assesses child support systems
in this country. Though much improved,
and for the ﬁrst time no longer subject
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These serious shortcomings in the
District’s child support system harm
District children in three important
ways. First, as noted, they deprive
children living in poor families of muchneeded income. At the lower end of the
economic spectrum, child support orders
typically range from $100 to $300 per
month.4
Second, the failure to locate and
successfully involve as many as 50,000
parents in their children’s lives harms
those children in ways that go beyond
the loss of monetary payments. Research
has repeatedly shown that the receipt

S

u

m

m

to federal penalties, the District falls
signiﬁcantly below the national average
on: rates of establishing child support
orders; collecting on current child
support orders; collecting on arrears
(past-due child support); establishing
paternity (the pre-requisite for
establishing a child support obligation);
and cost effectiveness.
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of child support beneﬁts children not
only ﬁnancially, but also emotionally and
cognitively. In other words, by securing
support from absent parents, effective
child-support systems improve children’s
academic performance and increase the
chance they will ﬁnish high school and
go on to college.5
And third, because there is substantial
overlap between the students being
poorly served by the public schools and
those being served by the child support
system, efforts to improve the District
schools will be in part dependent upon
the District addressing shortcomings in
its child support system. It will not be
enough simply to improve the schools
- because the District’s children are
unlikely to meet their potential in the
classroom unless they receive the support
they need from their parents. The
District must therefore address both
programs at once if these children are to
be given the best opportunity to succeed.

Improving the District’s Child Support System

S
u
m
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Signiﬁcantly, efforts to treat fathers as
part of the solution rather than as part
of the problem have been successful
in jurisdictions like San Francisco and
Denver, large cities that face many of

r

The fact is that the overwhelming
majority of absent parents in the
District of Columbia are low-income,
undereducated, and tenuously connected
to the workforce. They face barriers to
employment and therefore barriers to
paying child support. Many have had
negative experiences with the courts
and with District government agencies.
In order to reach the children of these
parents – again, the majority of noncustodial fathers in DC -- the child
support system in the District must
recognize and address these barriers, but
it is not now doing so.

a

There is, of course, no single answer
to this question. But DC Appleseed’s
two-year investigation of the District’s
system and analysis of other, betterperforming systems concludes that the
District’s model is primarily a punitive
one designed to identify and sanction
“deadbeat dads” when, based on the
demographics of the District, it needs to

be a constructive model designed to assist
“dead broke dads” to fulﬁll their ﬁnancial
and other parental obligations.

m

To its credit, the Ofﬁce of the Attorney
General recognized that its system
was not serving children as it should.
The Ofﬁce, therefore, invited DC
Appleseed to examine the workings of
the system and to determine whether
best practices in other jurisdictions
addressing comparable problems and
serving comparable populations should
be adopted in the District. The central
question posed by our undertaking
was: why are so few fathers paying child
support in the District? Or, put another
way, why is the child support system
shortchanging over 50,000 children?
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Our recommendations about further
steps to be taken fall into three areas
– improving services to parents (in
particular, unemployed and other
low-income parents who face barriers
to paying support); improving the
role of the courts; and improving the
administration of the child support
system in the Ofﬁce of the Attorney
General. These recommendations are
summarized below and are explored
in greater detail in the chapters that
follow. The main thrust of these
recommendations is that the child
support system should make better
use of opportunities to communicate
with non-custodial parents and use the
leverage it has to help these parents
overcome the barriers they face to

S

u

the same challenges as the District. In
these places, child support agencies
have successfully shown that most
fathers will participate in the system
if given the opportunity, information,
and support in doing so. These
jurisdictions’ efforts to address
barriers to payment – like providing
mediation services, parental education,
and links to employment services
– have also proven effective. Such
undertakings have not only increased
payments, but they have also increased
fathers’ commitment to being part of
their children’s lives. Although the
District’s child support system has
taken some steps in these directions,
we believe it can and should go much
further. We also believe that it needs
signiﬁcant support from other District
government entities in doing so.

18
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paying support, whether the barriers
are related to employment, criminal
justice involvement, immigration, or
family relationships.
Ultimately, children will beneﬁt
when the child support system
provides better service to low-income
parents. Helping the District provide
that service is the purpose of the
recommendations in this Report. We
recognize, of course, that improving
child support alone will not guarantee
the well-being or success of DC’s lowincome children. But it will have
a signiﬁcant positive impact on the
home and community environments
in which they live. We and the many
community organizations we have

consulted with are therefore willing to
work with the District to implement
these recommendations and to better
the lives of the District’s children. It
is a goal that deserves the District’s
immediate attention.

Summary of Findings and Recommendations

S

The Findings and Recommendations in this Report, and the brief
summary included here, are broken into the following three sections:
■

Improvements needed in the services that are provided to
parents involved in the child support system.

■

Improvements needed in the role played by the court, and

u

the relationship and coordination between the District’s
child support agency and the court.
■

Improvements needed in the administration of the Child
Support Services Division (CSSD) of the Ofﬁce of the Attorney
General (OAG) for the District of Columbia.

m

All of the recommendations are designed to help the District better
serve children.

Improving Services to Parents

y
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In order to better support children, the
District should provide services to families,
including both custodial and non-custodial

a

Outreach and Early Intervention

m

The child support enforcement system in
the District primarily serves low-income
parents, many of whom face obstacles
to establishing or complying with child
support orders. The system could improve
services to these parents in three ways: (i)
increasing outreach and early intervention
to improve relationships between the
system and all parents; (ii) focusing
particular attention on unemployed and
underemployed non-custodial parents,
incarcerated parents and ex-offenders,
teen parents, and immigrants; and (iii)
improving management of child support
debt.

parents. The Mayor, the DC Council
and the Ofﬁce of the Attorney General
Child Support Services Division (CSSD)
should work together to provide funding
to establish a non-custodial parent services
unit at CSSD. The purpose of this unit
would be to provide information, referrals,
and proactive customer services to noncustodial parents to help prevent, address,
and eliminate barriers to child support
compliance. The unit would recommend
and implement changes in the ways
that CSSD contacts and informs noncustodial parents about their child support
obligations and their legal rights. Staff
from the unit would conduct outreach to
non-custodial parents and communitybased groups that serve the non-custodial
parent population. CSSD should staff the
unit with individuals who have experience
with the challenges faced by low-income
obligors, and especially by those who face
barriers to employment (such as a criminal
history or substance abuse problems).
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Unemployed and Underemployed
Non-Custodial
Parents
Because so many of the parents involved
with the child support system are
unemployed or underemployed, CSSD
should collaborate with the Workforce
Investment Council, the Department
of Employment Services (DOES), nonproﬁt employment support programs
like STRIVE, and the Department
of Human Services’ DC Fatherhood
Initiative to identify effective workforce

S
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CSSD should also hire more staff to
engage in community outreach and
make efforts to change its image in
the community from sometimes being
an inﬂexible and punitive agency to
one that is a resource for children
and families. Using media efforts in
English and Spanish, and working with
other government and communitybased agencies, CSSD should actively
disseminate messages that stress the
beneﬁts of child support to children,
the consequences to both non-custodial
parents and children from non-payment,
and services available to assist all family
members.

20
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development programs that would
welcome systematic referrals of parents
from the child support system. Among
the work support strategies that should
be considered are court-ordered
participation in employment training
as well as literacy and/or other work
readiness programs, temporary child
support order modiﬁcation to support this
investment in future economic growth,
and “debt leveraging” opportunities (for
example, reducing the amount of debt
owed to the District by non-custodial
parents in exchange for their participation
in approved programs). Protocols for
referrals and monitoring should be
developed to ensure consistency and
appropriate use of available resources.
In addition, the Paternity and Child
Support Branch of the Family Court
should develop a range of options for noncustodial parents who are unemployed
-- beyond the current approach which
is typically an order that they return to
court with evidence of ten job searches
per week. CSSD should request contempt
of court orders more frequently for those
who fail either to comply with the court’s
employment-related orders or to report
earnings, and a range of punitive options
should be developed and implemented,
including electronic monitoring and
weekend incarceration (which would allow
continued employment-related activity).
Finally, recipients of DC Fatherhood
Initiative grant funds should be required
to work in partnership with CSSD (and
CSSD should work in partnership with
them) in order to bring economic and
emotional stability to non-custodial
fathers.

Incarcerated Parents
and Ex-Offenders

m
m
a
r

In addition, to properly serve the
District’s increasing Latino population,
many of whom face the other service
barriers addressed in this Report,
CSSD should hire additional Spanishspeaking staff. CSSD also should prepare
brochures and other informational
materials in Spanish, hold community
meetings and run public service
announcements, and consult regularly

u

In addition, offenders returning to
their home communities following a
period of incarceration face a variety of
challenges to establishing stable, lawabiding lives. While the District seeks
to help this population through several
agencies, it lacks the kind of integrated
“wrap-around system” that such a
population needs. The District should
establish a comprehensive prisoner
re-entry program, which, among other
things, would help newly released noncustodial parents address their child
support issues, including their existing
child support debt, and help repair
family relationships that may have
suffered during the separation. Such
a comprehensive program requires
collaboration among many agencies to
establish reliable data on existing needs,
an understanding of existing resources,
and a willingness to share both success
and accountability.

CSSD should work with its paternity
program contractor, Policy Studies,
Inc., to design an effective approach
for reaching teen parents eligible
for the hospital-based paternity
acknowledgement program. The agency
should collaborate with hospital staff
and prenatal clinics to educate teen
parents on the importance of paternity
establishment and, because so many
teen parents experience relationship
abuse, on the legal protections built
into the family court and child support
systems for teens who are victims of
abuse. Teens should be given the
option to undergo free genetic testing
rather than automatically signing
acknowledgements of paternity. DC
Council should pass legislation that
protects the rights of teens who sign
voluntary acknowledgements of paternity,
such as extending the rescission period
to 60 days beyond the father’s eighteenth
birthday. Judges and CSSD attorneys,
using the latitude provided in the new
DC Child Support Guideline, should
work with teen non-custodial parents
to establish payment habits, even if
minimal, and help them work toward
a secure economic future, even if that
means lower payments for the short term.

S

CSSD has recently received a grant
to help eligible incarcerated felony
offenders modify their child support
orders to prevent the accrual of child
support debt during incarceration. To
build on this, CSSD should also work
closely with the District Department of
Corrections and the DC Jail to assist noncustodial parents who are imprisoned
repeatedly for short periods. Ensuring
that these non-custodial parents receive
information about the child support
process and how to modify an order
will contribute to their willingness upon
release to secure lawful employment and
achieve stability in the community.

Minor Parents and Immigrants

y
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with Latino community leaders to ensure
that these efforts address the concerns of
Latino families.

22

Management of
Child Support Arrears
The impact of high arrears on the
compliance behavior and family
relationships of child support-involved
families is too great to manage the
problem on an ad hoc basis or within
the limits of a small intensive program.
CSSD needs to establish an arrears policy
that includes prevention, collection,
and forgiveness-- when appropriate and
when designed to leverage debt into
better outcomes for custodial parents
and children. As further data are
generated to identify in greater detail
the characteristics of the arrears-carrying
population, the policy should be adapted
accordingly. For now, programmatic
efforts should be undertaken according
to current best practices for working with
low-income obligors.
The court and CSSD should work
together to design a quicker and more
easily accessible order modiﬁcation
process. At the very least, the process
should be the same for custodial and
non-custodial parents, and equally
likely to produce upward or downward
modiﬁcations. Information about the
circumstances under which an order
might be eligible for modiﬁcation and
the process for initiating a modiﬁcation
request should be clearly spelled out in
written materials targeting both custodial
and non-custodial parents, and on the
court’s and CSSD’s websites.
CSSD has indicated that it is in the
beginning stage of developing a debt
leveraging program. We applaud this
step and recommend that the program
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should be developed as one means of
managing arrears. The program should
strive to balance the competing interests
inherent in such a policy: it should not
reward past non-compliance but should
eliminate obstacles to current and future
compliance.

Improving the Role
of the Court
The Ofﬁce of the Attorney General
operates the child support system in
conjunction with the DC Superior Court
Family Court, Paternity and Child Support
Division. Better coordination between
them and a redeﬁning of their roles
would signiﬁcantly improve child support
outcomes.
The system ﬁrst needs an increase in the
range of options available to judges when
a non-custodial parent is unemployed,
including education, training, substance
abuse treatment when necessary, and
sanctions for non-compliance. These
expanded options should help the
system in identifying non-custodial
parents who claim unemployment but
who are active in the underground cash
economy. To better implement this
change, the DC Council should pass
legislation authorizing judges to order
employment and/or job training for
non-custodial parents before arrears
accrue or a contempt motion has been
ﬁled. The judiciary should consult with
the Department of Corrections on any
protocols that involve increasing use of
the jail for child support cases, such as
weekend incarceration.
Federal law confers certain administrative
authority on child support agencies,
including ordering genetic testing,
issuing subpoenas for ﬁnancial
information, increasing monthly payment
obligations when support is overdue,

m
m
The court and CSSD need to agree
on improvements to the modiﬁcation
process for child support orders.
Downward modiﬁcations, when necessary
and appropriate, serve everyone’s
interest, including the custodial parent
who beneﬁts from the regular payment of
child support, even if the amount is less.

a

Improving Administration
of CSSD
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The District’s children would be better
served through improvement of CSSD
agency administration in three areas: (i)
general management of child support
cases; (ii) the “locate/service function,”
which is a key step in establishing
child support orders; and (iii) medical

r

Disputes over access to children and
parenting styles can interfere with
payment of child support. DC’s child
support system should make better
use of available mediation services
and alternative dispute resolution
(ADR) when parental relationships are
interfering with compliance, and should
establish a set of referral protocols that

u

Procedures for CSSD’s increased use of
its administrative authority - developed in
full partnership with the court - should
increase parental buy-in and satisfaction
with the process, and make better use of
the respective resources of the courts and
CSSD. The procedures must be designed
and implemented to ensure that (i)
custodial and non-custodial parents are
receiving sufﬁcient information to make
sound decisions about child support
matters, and (ii) parents are encouraged
to participate in any activities that will
increase the likelihood of successful
co-parenting and regular payment of
support, including mediation, parenting
programming, employment and training
activities, and substance abuse treatment.

can be used by the court, by CSSD, and
by community-based service providers.
While regulations prohibit the expedited
child support court from making
custody-related decisions, child support
systems are encouraged to make referrals
to access and visitation services. An
effective dispute resolution process leads
to greater compliance, less congested
court dockets, and increased customer
satisfaction.6 The resources of the Court’s
Multi-Door Dispute Resolution Division
should be fully explored for help in
designing and implementing appropriate
programs and referral protocols.

S

and ordering wage withholding, among
others. Notwithstanding this grant of
administrative authority, the court and
CSSD do not appear to agree on the
scope or appropriate implementation
of CSSD’s administrative authority. DC
therefore needs legislation to clarify the
scope of CSSD’s administrative authority,
particularly in terms of the authority
to establish orders. CSSD also should
be given limited authority to enter
modiﬁcations to orders if the case (i)
involves medical support only, or (ii)
where the non-custodial parent receives
federal beneﬁts (such as social security
disability) that will pay the full amount of
child support directly.
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As an initial matter, CSSD should
increase its effort to obtain data better
tailored to its constituent population.
Currently,
CSSD reports
only those data
elements that
are required
by the federal
government,
none of which
provides any
substantive
information
about the
District’s
actual service
population
(except whether the case was initiated
through the public assistance system).
For example, there is no information
readily available about who owes child
support debt in the District, and how
much is owed the District versus how
much is owed to custodial parents.
Without good data, resources will be
targeted inefﬁciently - if not altogether
inappropriately.
CSSD should also design a meaningful
case-sorting strategy based on DC’s
population and the challenges
presented by the child support
caseload. A case sorting strategy that
recognizes the diversity of the caseload

m

m
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Managing Child Support Cases

S

r

support. Through these improvements,
CSSD can better adapt its policies
and practices to the speciﬁc needs
and challenges faced by DC’s service
population, including the unemployed,
formerly incarcerated, immigrant, and
others who do not ﬁt the proﬁle around
whom the child support system was
originally conceived and designed.
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would enable CSSD to maximize its
capacity and target its expertise to
serving families that face particular
social and economic barriers. Lack of
data on the caseload is a substantial
obstacle to this goal. Cases could
be sorted according to multiple-case
obligors (i.e., fathers with children by
more than one mother) or obligors
with unveriﬁed employment, thereby
separating out potential problem
cases and encouraging specialized
approaches. 7 Alternatively, cases
could be sorted by their relationship
to the receipt of public beneﬁts
under Temporary Assistance to
Needy Families (TANF). This would
allow TANF, former TANF and
especially transitioning TANF cases
to get increased attention.8 These
improvements in the case sorting
process would encourage CSSD staff to
develop and employ problem-solving
techniques that can result in higher
rates of order establishment and
collection.
CSSD should continue to partner with
the District’s Income Maintenance
Administration (IMA) to eliminate
barriers to custodial parent
cooperation. When a custodial parent
applies for TANF or Medicaid, for
example, she is required to cooperate
with the child support system by
providing information about the
identity and location of the child’s
father. She must also assign to the
District any rights to money collected
on her behalf. Federal law has linked
these two programs to enable states
to recover costs incurred providing
ﬁnancial and medical beneﬁts to
children in single-parent homes.
Currently, CSSD considers over 80 percent
of its public-beneﬁts referrals to be
uncooperative. In other words, more

y
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Service of process should be treated
as an opportunity to enhance CSSD’s
relationship with non-custodial parents.
For many non-custodial parents, the

a

There are increasing numbers of
resources available for locating noncustodial parents, including a variety of
internet-based services. To locate people
efﬁciently, however, the District needs
computer systems that can match a list
of non-custodial parents being sought
with an available internet or other
database. To enable CSSD to efﬁciently

m

Locating and Serving Process on
Non-Custodial Parents

m

In order to engage more of these
custodial parents, CSSD should develop
strategies for engaging non-custodial
parents in the process and ensuring that
they beneﬁt from participating. If child
support appears as only an unrelenting
grab for a non-existent paycheck, many
low-income custodial and non-custodial
parents will resist involvement in the
system. Both agencies should work to
diffuse any antagonism that either parent
currently feels toward the system.

To establish a child support order, DC
must serve a non-custodial parent with
proper notice. Only about 50 percent
of non-custodial parents who are
located are served on time, and many
are served, but fail to appear in court.
In all, the court typically schedules
about twice as many cases per day
(30-50) as the judge actually expects
to hear. CSSD should work with the
courts and others to conduct a costbeneﬁt analysis to explore if delivery
conﬁrmation service or certiﬁed mail can
be implemented on a trial basis in the
District. Concerns have been expressed
about the unwillingness of judges to
issue bench warrants for court no-shows
based on service by mail, but no data
exist to indicate how effective bench
warrants are relative to the expense
of personal service. Philadelphia and
Prince George’s County, Maryland, both
utilize service by certiﬁed mail and share
many characteristics with the District’s
population. Both jurisdictions have
indicated good response rates with this
alternative method. Personal service
resources could be reserved for those
who do not respond to service by mail.

u

Both CSSD and IMA appear to
understand that custodial parents often
have legitimate reasons for not pursuing
child support and, while complying with
the federal mandates, both agencies
want to give custodial parents as much
ﬂexibility as possible to make their own
choices. The agencies need to ensure,
therefore, that custodial parents have
accurate and sufﬁcient information
about child support that would allow
them the ﬂexibility to make those
choices.

and effectively locate DC’s non-custodial
parents, the District should invest in
reliable inter-system compatibility,
with particular focus on other District
agencies - Department of Corrections,
Department of Human Services, Ofﬁce
of Tax and Revenue, Department of
Employment Services (unemployment
records), and Department of Motor
Vehicles. This inter-system compatibility
also should be as close to real-time as
possible.

S

than 80 percent of TANF applicants have
not provided full information about the
identity of their child’s father, have not
responded to requests for meetings or
additional information, or otherwise
have not assisted in advancing the child
support case.
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introduction to the child support system
takes place through service of process.
CSSD should use this opportunity to
encourage a positive relationship with
non-custodial parents by including
informational materials with the legal
notice, and encouraging non-custodial
parents to contact CSSD with questions.
This can be done whether service is
in person or by mail. For in-person
service, other jurisdictions have trained
process servers as “ambassadors” in the
community, so that the contact they have
with non-custodial parents advances the
goals and messages of the child support
system.9 Any such effort to encourage
participation by non-custodial parents,
especially early in the process, will beneﬁt
children through increased compliance.
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Medical Support
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While child support orders increasingly
include the provision of medical support
(indicating which parent will provide
health insurance coverage, how it will
be paid for, and by whom), in practice
health insurance is adequately provided as
ordered in only 16 percent of child support
cases.10 CSSD should conduct systematic
follow up with custodial and non-custodial
parent employers to ensure that children
are being enrolled in employer-based
health care programs when available.
CSSD also should continue to develop and
“clean up” its database of employers so it
can be used to create a strong National
Medical Support Notice (NMSN) program
with adequate follow-up. Under such
a program, employers can efﬁciently
comply with their obligations, and CSSD
can monitor changes in case status and
respond appropriately. Finally, CSSD
should educate employers about their
liability for failing to enroll a child as
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ordered and CSSD should ﬁle contempt
charges and issue ﬁnes when employers
fail to fulﬁll their responsibilities.
Many of the recommendations in this
Report involve collaboration among
District and sometimes federal agencies.
To facilitate the needed collaboration, the
Mayor should convene a multidisciplinary
Child Support Task Force. It should be
chaired by the Attorney General and Chief
Judge of the DC Superior Court Family
Court and charged with implementing the
recommendations proposed in this report.

Conclusion
The District will succeed in reforming its
public school system, only if it addresses
the crisis that District schoolchildren face
at home. The crisis results in part from
the fact that the vast majority of DC’s poor
children grow up in homes where they
lack ﬁnancial and other kinds of support
from their fathers. The child support
system should be delivering that needed
support. However, in three-quarters of its
cases, it is not now doing so.
The experience of other jurisdictions
strongly supports the conclusion that
changes in the District’s services to
non-custodial parents, changes in the
role of the courts, and changes in the
administrative processes of the Ofﬁce of
the Attorney General could dramatically
improve support to these children. The
recommendations in this Report are
designed to bring about the needed
changes. We look forward to working
with the District to make those
changes happen.

Part II: Background

This part of the Report ﬁrst explains the methodology in preparing this Report and
how the Project team hopes it will be used. Next, is a description of how the Report
is structured. Finally, we offer background information on the history and statutory
framework of the child support system.

DC Appleseed

Methodology
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The Project Team also conducted
approximately 21 court observations
in a little over one year. Proceedings
were observed for each magistrate judge
assigned to the child support calendar,
including paternity, establishment, and
contempt cases. During many of these
visits, Project Team members interviewed
non-custodial and custodial parents.
This was done with the assurance of
anonymity. In addition, the Project
Team held meetings with several
magistrate judges to further clarify the
court’s role and obtain perspective on
child support matters.

d

The DC Appleseed Child Support Project
Team interviewed approximately 170
individuals, including former Attorney
General Robert Spagnoletti, CSSD
Director Benidia Rice and unit mangers
at CSSD. Among the 170 interviewees
were many nationally-recognized experts
on child support policy and government
ofﬁcials managing child support systems
in other jurisdictions. Unfortunately,
due to our inability to overcome
objections by their union, the Project
Team was unable to interview CSSD line
staff workers.

o

DC Appleseed assembled a special pro
bono Advisory Panel to advise the Project
Team in conducting the research and
formulating recommendations. The
members of the Advisory Panel are
Eric Angel of DC Legal Aid Society,
Curt Child, formerly of the National
Center for Youth Law and now with the
California Assembly Human Services
Committee, Chris Hart-Wright of
STRIVE DC, Jeff Johnson of the National

Interviews and Focus Groups

h

Advisory Panel

t

A team of pro bono lawyers at the law ﬁrms
of Crowell & Moring LLP and Kilpatrick
Stockton LLP partnered with DC
Appleseed to perform the research for
and writing of this Report. A lawyer from
the ﬁrm of Bryan Cave LLP also provided
pro bono services to research a topic
outside of the expertise of the Project
Team. DC Appleseed staff, board, and
Advisory Council members participated
on the Project team.

e

Project Team

Partnership for Community Leadership,
Angela Jones of DC Action for Children,
Su Sie Ju of Bread for the City, David
Pate of the Center for Family Policy
and Practice, Paula Roberts, formerly
of the Center for Law and Social Policy
(CLASP), Judith Sandalow of the
Children’s Law Center, and Priscilla
Skillman of the Council for Court
Excellence.

M

DC Appleseed, an advocacy organization
that works on issues affecting the daily
lives of those who live and work in the
District of Columbia area, organized a
Project Team to research and analyze
the District of Columbia’s child support
system and prepare this Report. The
Report was prepared in cooperation
with District ofﬁcials responsible for
administering the child support system
– in particular the Child Support Services
Division of the Ofﬁce of the Attorney
General. The Project team is grateful for
that cooperation.
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Lastly, Project Team members attended an
array of informative meetings, including:
national child support enforcement
conferences, locally held training sessions
by government agencies and community
service providers, and meetings of local
non-proﬁt groups working with populations
impacted by child support and related
issues (such as employment and training).
The Project Team was also instrumental in
convening meetings of local community
service providers to learn about their
perspectives on the child support system.

o

l

Custodial and non-custodial parents were
also contacted through local community
service providers. The Project Team
interviewed them to learn about their
experiences with and impressions of the
child support system.

The Project Team reviewed a substantial
number of documents, reports, legislation,
budgets, policies, and meeting minutes.
Some relevant documents were not
available until very late in our research
process, and still others were not received
as requested. The Project Team regrets
any limitations of our analysis based on the
unavailability of some of these materials.
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Document Review

Throughout, this Report refers to “best
practices” from jurisdictions around the
country. These best practices are derived
from the U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services Ofﬁce of Child Support
Enforcement publications, interviews with
child support ofﬁcials in other jurisdictions
and academic scholars, and attendance at
two National Child Support Enforcement
training conferences. In addition, our
review of grant reports, policy memoranda,
and program evaluations contributed to our
selection of best practices for the various
topics addressed in this Report. In all cases,
we strongly considered their applicability to
the District and the District’s population.

Review of the Report
DC Appleseed received comments on
drafts of this Report from numerous
individuals, including members of the
Project Team, the Advisory Panel, the DC
Appleseed Board of Directors, District
government ofﬁcials, District magistrate
judges, and other interested individuals
and organizations. The content of the
ﬁnal Report reﬂects feedback from
these individuals, but any errors are our
responsibility alone.

Endnotes

e
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The endnotes in this Report refer to
interviews by category of interviewee
and not by name of individuals in order
to protect conﬁdentiality. The Project
Team makes an exception where we refer
to national experts and government
ofﬁcials from elsewhere in the country. All
interview notes are on ﬁle at DC Appleseed.

M
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Terminology
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This Report often uses ‘father’ to refer to
non-custodial parents because ﬁve of every
six non-custodial parents are fathers (83.1
percent) and only one in six are mothers
(16.9 percent).11 This is not a comment
on whether fathers are treated fairly in
terms of custody assignments, but rather
is a reﬂection of the current state of child
custody and the challenges facing the child
support system. The Project Team hopes
that any efforts to improve services for noncustodial parents beneﬁts fathers as well as
mothers, both those who have custody of
their children and those who do not.

outside the scope of this project that
may warrant additional attention. The
Project Team chose to focus on those areas
most directly related to the system’s case
management practices and the impact of
policies and practices on the District’s lowincome families. The Project Team did
not investigate the interstate system – how
the system responds to requests from other
states to establish or enforce orders bearing
on non-custodial parents under District
jurisdiction, or how it serves custodial
parents whose obligors are located outside
the District’s jurisdiction. The Project
Team did not look at the new child support
collection and distribution process, now

Glossary

o
g
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While this Report is extensive, it is not
exhaustive, and there are several areas

l

Scope of the Report

managed for the District by a contractor.
By all accounts, the new process represents
an improvement and, while there is always
more that can be done, this issue would
seem to lend itself better to an auditing
process rather than the kind of research
that we are best equipped to contribute.
And, while The Project Team considered
many implications of the new child
support guideline, enacted last year and
implemented in April 2007, The Project
Team did not undertake a complete
review since such a review was recently
completed.12 The team hopes that the
next review will take place as required
within four years, and that as previously, an
appropriately constituted commission will
be charged with the task.

o

Our primary purpose in preparing this
Report was to investigate and, when
appropriate, recommend changes in the
District’s child support system – with the
hope of improving the circumstances
of thousands of District children. Our
secondary purpose was to assemble in a
single account a description of how the
child support system works in the District
for use as a resource by the public and by
those who are served by the system, work
in the system, and make decisions about
the system.

d

Intended Use of the Report

o

Attached as an Appendix to this Report is
a glossary that deﬁnes terms and acronyms
used herein.
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Report Structure
The Report is divided into four parts: (1) Summary, (2) Background, (3)
Description of the District’s Child Support System, and (4) Findings and
Recommendations Concerning Improvements to the District’s Child Support
System. Brieﬂy, the elements of these four parts follow.

Part I: Summary
■ Executive Summary. Explains the major challenges facing the child
support system in the District and why the system urgently needs to be
reformed.
■ Summary of the Recommendations. Provides a summary of the key
ﬁndings and recommendations in the Report.
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Part II: Background
■ Chapter 1: Methodology. Describes how the Report was developed.
■ Chapter 2: Report Structure. Describes the parts of the Report.
■ Chapter 3: History and Statutory Framework of the Child Support
System. Provides context for the DC child support system through an
overview of the development of federal laws governing child support
enforcement.
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Part III: Description of the District’s Child Support System
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■ Chapter 1: Introduction to the District’s Child Support System.
Provides a thematic introduction to the dynamics and challenges of
child support enforcement in the District.
■ Chapter 2: Who is Served by Child Support in DC? Examines the child
support system’s target population in DC and how child support relates
to federal and state government anti-poverty efforts.
■ Chapter 3: The Child Support Process in DC. Describes how child
support orders in DC are established, modiﬁed, and enforced.
■ Chapter 4: How is the District Doing? Describes how DC’s child
support performance is measured, and how well the system is
performing.

Part IV: Findings and Recommendations Concerning
Improvements to the District’s Child Support System
Part IV is divided into three Sections: improving services to parents, clarifying
roles and improving relations between CSSD and the court, and improving
administration of CSSD. Each Section contains one to ﬁve Chapters.
Each Chapter describes the background for ﬁndings, lists the particular
challenges facing the District, discusses best practices, and then presents our
recommendations.
Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System
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Taken together, the recommendations in Part IV are presented in the hope that
support for the District’s children can be signiﬁcantly improved.

R

■ Section A: Improving Services to Parents. Parents are the “customers” of
the child support system. How parents are treated by this system impacts
how they respond to the demands the system places on them. The Chapters
in Section A examine the “customers” of the DC child support system
and the services they need to best fulﬁll their child support obligations.
Section A addresses general strategies that will help create better working
relationships with parents, and particular strategies for working with
unemployed or under-employed non-custodial parents, incarcerated or
formerly incarcerated non-custodial parents, minor parents, and immigrant
families. Section A also includes a Chapter on helping parents manage
child support arrears.
■ Chapter 1: Outreach and Early Intervention
■ Chapter 2: Unemployed and Underemployed Non-custodial
Parents
■ Chapter 3: Incarcerated Parents and Ex-Offenders
■ Chapter 4: Minor Parents and Immigrants
■ Chapter 5: Management of Child Support Arrears
■ Section B: Improving the Role of the Court. The District’s child support
system is based on a judicial model, and requires a cooperative relationship
between CSSD and the court. Section B explains the current roles and
responsibilities of each of these two agencies, and ways in which practices
can be improved to increase the efﬁciency and effectiveness of the child
support system.
■ Section C: Improving Administration of CSSD. The three Chapters in
Section C consider how CSSD manages its caseload of over 76,000 cases.
Chapter 1 looks at the case management structures in place at CSSD.
Chapters 2 and 3 provide recommendations for improving the strategies
used to locate and serve process on non-custodial parents, and improving
the establishment and enforcement of medical support.
■ Chapter 1: Management of Child Support Cases
■ Chapter 2: Locating and Serving Process on Non-custodial Parents
■ Chapter 3: Medical Support
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Appendix A: Glossary of Terms. This Glossary contains specialized terms and
acronyms associated with the child support system.
Appendix B: Child Support Data. Data describing DC’s child support
performance for 2004, 2005, and 2006.
Appendix C: Organizational Structure of CSSD. A brief description of the current
organizational structure of CSSD.
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History and Statutory Framework of the
Child Support System
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Introduction
The United States has had some form of
child support system since its inception.
Based on English “poor laws,” early
American communities supported
single women and children – typically
made them work – and were permitted
to try to recover costs for this support
from the women’s and children’s
relatives.13 In the nineteenth century,
norms were shifting away from women
and children as laborers toward a view
of women and children as dependents
in need of support. By the end of the
nineteenth century, several states had
both civil and criminal laws concerning
desertion and non-support of women
and children.14 In the twentieth century,
the Social Security Act of 1935 created
a relationship between the federal
government and the states to support
families with children who met certain
criteria, including having an absent
parent not providing support.15 The
following is a brief summary of this
partnership and the evolution of the
federal role in child support law.

for the program decreased. In 1950,
the ﬁrst federal act passed requiring
state welfare agencies to notify law
enforcement ofﬁcials when providing
public assistance to a child abandoned
or deserted by a parent, creating a
closer link between the administration
of public assistance and the collection
of child support.18 Such a practice
continues today, demonstrating
the valued link between assisting
underprivileged children and child
support enforcement.
A negative sentiment towards
government assistance for mothers
when the father was alive and available
inﬂuenced subsequent federal
reform of the system. The Child
Support Enforcement and Paternity
Establishment Act (CSEPEA) of
1975 addressed the population of
men intentionally avoiding their
responsibility to support their children.19
CSEPEA required custodial parents

Overview
In 1935, the federal government created
a welfare entitlement program that
eventually was called Aid to Families
with Dependent Children (AFDC).16
This cash-assistance program supported
families with only one parent due to the
death of or abandonment by the other
parent. The creation of AFDC during
the Depression aided an increasing
number of widows and single mothers.17
As the number of divorced mothers
using AFDC increased, public support
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who received welfare to sign over to
the state the right to sue the father of
the child and receive child support
payments on the custodial parents’

Beginning in the mid-1970s, the increasing
number of unmarried, divorced, or
separated mothers, along with an
increasing number of children in poverty,
encouraged the federal government to
pass additional legislation focused on
paternity establishment and child support
enforcement. In 1974, Social Security
Amendments22 added Part D to Title IV of
the Social Security Act. The new Part D
mandated federal matching payments to
states for child support enforcement for
AFDC cases and created a new unit within
the U.S. Department of Health, Education,
and Welfare (now Department of Health
and Human Services) to establish standards
and assist state programs.23 In 1975,
federal regulations regarding the child
support system were adopted. Through the
1970s, the federal child support program
dedicated its efforts to children receiving
welfare, and it was not until 1980 that the
federal government began to offer ﬁnancial
rewards to states for providing enforcement
services for non-welfare cases.24

Paternity Establishment
Legislation enacted during the
1980s focused mainly on increasing
determinations of paternity so that orders
could be established for children who were

Child Support Legislation
Year

Name

1935

Social Security Act

1950

Uniform Reciprocal
Enforcement of Support Act

1974

Social Security Act, Title
IV, Part D established the
Child Support Enforcement
(CSE) program and created
the Ofﬁce of Child Support
Enforcement (OCSE)

1975

Child Support Enforcement
and Paternity Establishment
Act

1977

Medicare-Medicaid Anti-fraud
& Abuse Amendment

1984

Child Support Enforcement
Act (Child Support
Amendments)

1986

Bradley Amendment

1992

Uniform Interstate Family
Support Act

1993

Omnibus Reconciliation Act

1996

Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act

1997

Balanced Budget Act

1988

Family Support Act

1998

Deadbeat Parents Punishment
Act

1998

Child Support Performance
and Incentive Act of 1998

2005

Deﬁcit Reduction Act

Acronym

URSEA

CSEPEA

CSE
Amendments

UIFSA

PRWORA

FSA

CSPIA
DRA
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behalf.20 This “cost recovery” provision
allowed the government to recover the
cost of beneﬁts provided for children,
thus shifting the burden of supporting
children in single parent-families from the
public to the parents.21 Later legislation
served to strengthen this shift and, even
today, applications for welfare or Medicaid
beneﬁts automatically initiate a child
support case.
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entitled to child support payments.
The Child Support Amendment of
1984, also called the Child Support
Enforcement Act, required states to
enact laws that permitted paternity to
be established until a child’s eighteenth
birthday.25 A 1988 law established
a civil procedure in contested cases
that required states to provide genetic
testing upon request and provided
federal funds to pay 90 percent of
laboratory costs for processing genetic
testing in public assistance cases.26 The
Omnibus Budget Reconciliation Act of
1993 required hospital-based programs
independent from the child support
agency for voluntary acknowledgement
of paternity immediately before or after
birth.27 Such programs were designed
to increase paternity establishment
early and thereby lay the groundwork
for seeking a support order without the
need for additional legal proceedings.
The 1988 Family Support Act revised
the 1993 reform by strengthening
mandatory paternity establishment
standards, and including ﬁnancial
penalties on states linked with TANF for
failure to achieve such standards. These
new standards required that 90 percent
of children born out of wedlock in the
state have paternity acknowledged or
established, up from a previous standard
of 75 percent, to avoid the ﬁnancial
penalties. The Act also included
provisions to streamline the process to
make a higher rate possible.28 These
reforms were intended to increase
beneﬁts to the child, not punish the
father, by imposing sanctions on
states that failed to establish sufﬁcient
numbers of paternities.
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Enforcement & Collection
The mandates governing enforcement
and collection reﬂect a shift in focus
to stricter enforcement and stronger
collection mechanisms. The 1984
Amendment also required states
to establish improved enforcement
methods, particularly an expedited
process for establishing orders and
collecting support.29 Of particular
note was that these services had to be
equally available to welfare- and nonwelfare-recipient families, and states
were required to implement mandatory
wage withholding for delinquent
cases.30 Along with the additional
paternity establishment requirements
from the Family Support Act, the
focus on enforcement was designed to
further strengthen efforts to collect on
established orders. The Amendment
also required that each state develop
a guideline to determine the amount
of support to be paid by non-custodial
parents [in order to increase the
fairness and uniformity of orders].31
States established their own complex
mathematical formulas and procedures
for enforcement of a guideline. Some
formulas took into account the incomes
of both parents, some accounted
for only the non-custodial parent’s
income, and still others were based on a
combination of ability to pay and shared
parenting arrangements.32 Judges are
required to provide justiﬁcation for any
deviation from the state guideline.33
To address the ever-increasing numbers
of cases, the federal government
took steps to improve service and
enforcement. In 1988, the Family
Support Act again strengthened
enforcement of AFDC child support

The beginning of the 1990s saw a
series of federal legislative activities
that continued the focus on stricter
enforcement measures. The 1996
Personal Responsibility and Work
Opportunity Reconciliation Act
(PRWORA) authorized states to
receive block grants under Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
if the state child support programs
met federal mandates.36 Efforts to
strengthen income withholding,
paternity establishment, enforcement of
orders, and use of central registries were
all included.37 In cases of willful failure
to pay child support, criminal penalties
were placed on overdue obligations38
and stricter enforcement consequences
were put in place for missed payments
- such as suspension of driver’s licenses,
reporting unpaid child support to credit
agencies, and the ability to seize and
force sales of property.39
The 1996 welfare reform aimed at
maximizing the efﬁciency of the
system.40 This included improving
the Federal Parent Locator Service
(FPLS) - a computer matching system
that locates non-custodial parents
primarily for child support purposes.41

This system, operated by the U.S.
Department of Health and Human
Services Ofﬁce of Child Support
Enforcement (OCSE), assists state
child support agencies to enforce and
modify orders as well as locate noncustodial parents. In some special
cases, the FPLS is used to enforce child
custody or visitation orders. Welfare
Reform expanded the FPLS to include
the National Directory of New Hires
(NDNH), a central repository of
employment, unemployment insurance,
and wage data, and the Federal Case
Registry (FCR), a national database
containing information on individuals
in child support cases and child
support orders.42 These databases aid
state child support agencies through
automatic locate functions and allow for
conﬁdentiality of information.
Legislation also continued to focus
on stricter enforcement mechanisms.
The passage of the Deadbeat Parents
Punishment Act of 1998 created federal
criminal penalties for willful failure
to pay past-due child support.43 The
Deadbeat Parents Punishment Act
established two new categories of
federal felonies with penalties of up to
two years in prison, thereby involving
the courts in enforcement of child
support delinquencies.

Interstate Enforcement &
Collection
Enforcing child support orders when
the non-custodial parent and child
live in different states creates distinct
obstacles for child support agencies.
The Uniform Reciprocal Enforcement
of Support Act (URESA), created
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cases with regulations requiring
triennial reviews of the guidelines
used to set orders, ordered states to
require paternity testing in contested
cases upon request of any party, and
encouraged non-criminal procedures
for enforcement.34 The Family Support
Act also altered previous legislation by
requiring immediate wage withholding
for all new and modiﬁed orders, not
just delinquent cases, and the use of
automated statewide tracking and
monitoring systems.35
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in 1950 and revised in 1952, 1958, and
1968, provides a system for interstate
enforcement in which the support orders
can be enforced without requiring the
custodial parent to go to the state in which
the non-custodial parent resides.44 By virtue
of long-arm statutes, a non-custodial parent
can be subject to another jurisdiction by
committing an act in that jurisdiction, such
as non-compliance with a child support
order.45 States are mandated to aid each
other in child support enforcement.
Interestingly, while federal law requires
a state to enforce another state’s order
with interstate income withholding, no
federal mandate exists to ensure that
interstate income
withholding procedures
are uniform.46 A lack
of a federal mandate
can create problems
with proper income
withholding across state
lines. The 1984 Child
Support Enforcement
(CSE) Amendment
allowed for new funding
to support the development of automated
systems to aid efforts such as interstate
enforcement.
The Uniform Interstate Family Support
Act (UIFSA), enacted in 1992 and revised
in 1996 and 2001, was designed to deal
with desertion and non-support by creating
uniform laws across all states and the
District. By effectively tracking interstate
cases using the long-arm statute, UIFSA
eliminated interstate jurisdictional disputes
and increased interstate collections. The
1996 revision of UIFSA, under PRWORA,
required child support agencies to enforce
UIFSA, including a provision called DCO
(Determining the Controlling Order)
which eliminates multiple child support
orders in interstate cases.47 Perhaps most
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signiﬁcant in PRWORA was the creation
of the Federal Case Registry and National
Directory of New Hires; these help track
delinquent parents across states lines,
support the establishment of paternity, and
facilitate the establishment, modiﬁcation,
and enforcement of orders across states.48
In the 1997 Balanced Budget Act, Congress
gave State child support agencies access to
new sources for obtaining Social Security
numbers, thereby improving available
enforcement techniques and increasing
collection opportunities.49

Medical Support

The inclusion of medical support as part
of child support began during the 1970s
with the establishment of a medical support
enforcement program under the MedicareMedicaid Antifraud & Abuse Amendment
of 1977.50 Medical support refers to
provisions in child support orders that
address which parent will enroll the child
in and/or pay for public or private health
insurance. States can require Medicaid
applicants to assign to the states the
applicants’ right to medical child support,51
and IV-D agencies and Medicaid agencies
can enter into cooperative agreements to
pursue medical child support to collect
reimbursements. Further legislation
required all child support cases to include
orders for health insurance in the most
feasible manner, though these efforts met

receiving child support by establishing
the State Child Health Insurance
Program (SCHIP). SCHIP authorized
payments to states to initiate and expand
the provisions of child health assistance
to a larger number of uninsured lowincome children.54 This also allowed for
coordination with other sources of health
beneﬁts coverage for children.
More recently, the National Medical
Support Notice (NMSN) was introduced
to provide uniformity to the process
of procuring employer-based health
insurance coverage for children. The
NMSN was established as part of the Child
Support Performance and Incentive Act
of 1998 (CSPIA). CSPIA required that the

U.S. Department of Health and Human
Services and the U.S. Department of Labor
work jointly to develop the mechanism
by which states could enforce medical
support orders. Now, when a medical
support order is established, the NMSN
is sent to the obligated parent’s employer
who must either indicate why insurance is
not available, or complete the process of
enrolling the child in the health plan. The
NMSN also requires employers to notify
the child support agency if the employee is
terminated.55

Arrears and Modiﬁcation
of Orders
When a noncustodial parent
fails to meet his
child support
obligations,
arrearages accrue
on the child
support case. In
1975, Congress
authorized the
Internal Revenue Service (IRS) to collect
child support arrearages if obligors were
delinquent on federal taxes, but only if
the IRS could feasibly recover the money
and the delinquency was at least $750.56
In other cases, the collection of arrears
fell to the states, which could use available
enforcement tools such as withholding,
restricting, or suspending licenses of all
types, as well as reporting information to
credit bureaus. Agencies were required to
have an employee designated to perform
such actions.57
The 1986 Bradley Amendment prohibits
state courts from retroactively reducing
child support obligations.58 Non-expiring
liens are automatically triggered whenever
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with only limited success. Under the 1996
welfare reform law, child support agencies
are now required to include a provision
for health care coverage either through
private health insurance coverage or
through payments towards public health
insurance, as long as the cost does not
impede the non-custodial parent’s ability
to pay child support.52 The Omnibus
Budget Reconciliation Act of 1993 had
already made employers legally responsible
for health insurance for children, even
if the child was not living with the
employee.53 Further federal legislation
(the Balanced Budget Act of 1997) aimed
to increase health beneﬁts to children
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a child support payment becomes past
due, and overrides the state’s statute
of limitations or any discretion on the
part of judges.59 The Amendment also
requires payment regardless of the
capability of the non-custodial parent
to pay. The Amendment was intended
to disallow non-custodial parents
from running up large arrearages and
then ﬁnding a sympathetic judge to
dismiss the debt.60 While this change
may have succeeded in forcing some
wealthy debtors to pay off their
arrears, it caused hardship among
low-income non-custodial parents.
Insurmountable child support debt
can interfere with their willingness and
ability to pay current support.
The Bradley Amendment has had
other unintended consequences.
For example, a released war hostage
was arrested upon release for arrears
that accrued during the time he was
a hostage, and another man was
required to pay retroactive support
despite DNA evidence that he was not
the father. These cases demonstrate
the negative affect law changes can
have by limiting the authority of
agencies to conduct individual case
management.61 While these are
more extreme situations, they reveal
a disconnect between the stated CSE
objective of promoting family selfsufﬁciency and the ability of agencies
to account for the needs of individual
families.

Interagency Collaboration
To enable IV-D agencies to collect
from working obligors, the Family
Support Act of 1988 (FSA) expanded
wage withholding to all state-enforced
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new and modiﬁed orders.62 The intent
was to prevent the build-up of large
arrearages. The Federal Consumer
Credit Protection Act limits the
garnishment of wages to 50 percent
of disposable earnings for noncustodial parents who are supporting
other dependents or spouses and 60
percent for non-custodial parents who
are not supporting a second family.63
This increases by ﬁve percentage
points when payments are more
than twelve weeks overdue. The use
of the percentages places a larger
burden on low-income obligors whose
earnings can be reduced to below
subsistence level. An Amendment
in 1984 requires states to notify
employers of their liabilities and rights
regarding wage withholding.64 There
are exceptions to the requirement

of withholding, including a written
agreement signed by both parents.65
The 1984 Amendment was also
intended to increase collections
by authorizing withholding of an
obligor’s state income tax refunds up
to the amount of overdue support.66

State Flexibility with Federal
Regulations
The Bradley Amendment does
not provide states ﬂexibility in
retroactively changing orders, though
states do have discretion in other
areas. PRWORA provided states some
ﬂexibility in paternity establishment
procedures. While federal law
mandates that no state may allow a
man’s name and signature to appear
on a birth certiﬁcate unless he
signs a paternity acknowledgement
form, states can create their own

acknowledgement forms to establish
paternity.70 Federal law also requires
that those signing the form have
their rights and responsibilities
explained to them, both orally and in
writing, before signing.71 Each state
determines how best to fulﬁll this
mandate.
The Family Support Act of 1988
required states to pass legislation
making the state child support
guideline a “rebuttable presumption”
in any judicial or administrative
proceeding to establish the order
amount.72 This offered more
authority to child support agencies to
set procedures that would optimize
their efﬁciency. The state guideline,
required to be reviewed every four
years, focuses on increasing adequacy,
consistency, predictability, perceived
fairness, and ease of administration
of child support awards.73 The 1984
Child Support Amendment permits
states to limit the role of courts by
implementing an administrative or
judicial expedited process. States
have discretion to design the process
to maximize effectiveness and meet
federally mandated time standards.74
Federal regulations require that 90
percent of cases are processed within
3 months, 98 percent of cases within
6 months, and 100 percent of cases
within 12 months.75 Agencies can
order genetic testing, issue subpoenas,
and obtain access to vital statistics
(such as tax records) without an
order from an administrative agency
or judicial tribunal. The 1996 reform
added modiﬁcation of support orders
to this list of procedures.76 Taking
advantage of this authority can greatly
increase an agency’s rate of setting
and processing orders.
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This required cooperation between
state departments of revenue and
child support agencies, with child
support agencies responsible for
giving notice to the non-custodial
parent of the impending offset and
his ability to contest the action. The
1984 Amendment also required
states to enact laws and implement
procedures to initiate liens against
real property for the amount of
overdue support owed to a custodial
parent who resides in the same state
or who owns property in the state.67
It also obligated states to establish
procedures for non-custodial parents
to post security, bonds, or some other
guarantee to secure payment for
overdue child support.68 Additionally,
the Omnibus Budget Reconciliation
Act of 1981 required states to review
unemployment compensation rolls
to identify those who owed child
support.69 These requirements
attempted to aid child support
collection rates, but without regard
for the non-custodial parent’s ability
to pay.
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Several provisions govern assignment and
distribution of child support collections on
a federal and state level. These provisions
determine distribution of money paid by
the non-custodial parents.77 The 1996
Welfare Reform Act required states to
“pass-through” to the family the ﬁrst
ﬁfty dollars of child support collected
on behalf of orders to TANF-recipient
families.78 This was later repealed and
states can instead decide how much
to pass through directly to families
receiving TANF and whether and how
much to disregard any child support the
family receives when determining TANF
eligibility.79
Title VII of the Deﬁcit Reduction Act of
2005 (DRA), the most recent federal child
support legislation, requires the federal
government to pay 66 percent of the basic
costs of a state’s child support program.80
States must provide the rest of the funding
and, as of October 2007, may no longer
use incentive funding (a performancebased bonus provided to states discussed
in Chapter 4 of Part III) as part of this 34
percent. This new law may create ﬁnancial
difﬁculties for states that currently rely
heavily on federal incentive money.
Identical bills have been introduced in
both the House and Senate (The Child
Support Protection Act of 200781) to repeal
this provision of the DRA. Additionally,
Congress has retained high performance
standards for paternity establishment rates
but now limits the eligibility pool from
which to meet those standards.82 Thus,
before passage of the DRA, states could
count toward their Paternity Establishment
Program (PEP) rates of all children in the
state born out-of-wedlock up until the time
they reached eighteen. In some states, this
led to PEP rates over 100 percent. Now
states can count only those paternities
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established for children who enter the
child support system. This may not be
realistic for many states to accomplish,
and therefore federal-incentive money
based on this standard may be increasingly
harder to earn.

Automation
Automation of child support systems has
received substantial federal funding. In
1980, Congress authorized a 90 percent
funding match for states to design and
implement automated data systems.83
These systems were supposed to control,
account for, and monitor all aspects of
enforcement, collection, and paternity
determination processes. In 1984,
Congress made the 90 percent match
available to pay for computer hardware
and necessary software to support the
automated systems.84 States were also
authorized to use federal matching funds
for development and improvement of
their income withholding procedures.85
While automation does increase available
staff time to focus on more difﬁcult cases,
it has limitations. Some state technology
systems are not automated and are
therefore unable to share information
with the automated federal technology.86
Additionally, non-automated states
can gain information from the federal
system, but might not be able to access
information within the state due to lack
of automation or compatibility. In 1988,
Congress required states without an ample
statewide automated system to submit
a system planning document to OCSE
for certiﬁcation.87 There was difﬁculty
approving states’ plans as they struggled
to produce functioning systems. Systems
were directed to produce the requisite

The 1996 welfare reform law allowed
state child support agencies to operate
a centralized, automated unit for
collection and distribution of child
support payments.88 The Child Support
Performance and Incentive Act of 1998
provided the Secretary of Health and
Human Services with the authority to
refrain from imposing a 100 percent
penalty on states that failed to comply with
automated system requirements if they
were making a good faith effort to comply
and had submitted a “corrective action
plan” demonstrating how they would
achieve compliance.89 Both of these
rulings provided states with more leeway
in developing their automated systems
than the original legislation offered.
However, two state systems have still not
been certiﬁed by OCSE. The District was
initially certiﬁed in 2000.90

Strategic Plan
Indicative of a continuing evolution
of the child support system, the latest
strategic plan from the OCSE addresses
the agency’s desire to move towards more
family-friendly practices. The previous
strategic plan expressed a desire to “crack
down on those parents who can but refuse
to support their children,” while the
current plan takes a much more ﬂexible
tone.91 The plan for 2005-2009 focuses on
being a “family-ﬁrst program, intended to
ensure families’ self-sufﬁciency by making
child support a more reliable source of
income.”92 These guiding principles align
with OCSE’s overall mission to “enhance
the well-being of children by assuring

… assistance in obtaining support….”93
Distinguishing it from other strategic
plans, the four central tenets of the
current strategic plan are that (1) child
support should be a reliable source of
income for families, (2) children should
receive meaningful medical support,
(3) early intervention should be used
to prevent the build-up of unpaid
support, and (4) state agencies should
be accountable to meet the standards set
out.94
The strategic plan identiﬁes some
key approaches for accomplishing its
objectives. It emphasizes prevention and
early intervention, such as taking prompt
steps for missed payments, working
with parents to resume payments, and
providing information and education to
parents about the impact of marriage and
single parenting on the ﬁnancial security
of children.95 Additionally, it encourages
proactively managing cases and
communicating consistently with parents
to ensure reliable payments, establishing
appropriate orders and closing cases when
necessary, and using debt-leveraging.96
Other measures stressed are simplifying
distribution of collections in order to
pay parents promptly, ensuring health
care, eliminating multi-state case barriers,
using collaboration protocols with other
agencies for data exchange and speciﬁc
customer service for TANF clients,
and developing more effective locate
procedures, service of process, and order
establishment tools, while also improving
enforcement and collection tools.97
Implementation of these requirements
at the state level will require increased
resources. In 1984, Congress voted to
make Section 1115(a) demonstration
grants98 available to encourage and
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data for federal reporting, calculating
the state’s performance, and controlling
completeness of data.

43

History and Statutory Framework of the Child Support System
44

fund pilot programs to test innovative
approaches in child support. This
funding has begun to wane and many of
the pilot programs have failed to produce
successful results. Total funding for each
project is divided between the grant
award (29 percent), regular Title IV-D
federal matching funds (66 percent),
and the state share (at least 5 percent).99
Only one million dollars has been
allocated over the next two years, enough
for only eight new projects nationwide.100
The limited funding opportunities
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for child support agencies restrict
improvements in many jurisdictions
and impede satisfactory performance
on updated federal standards. Beyond
limited grant money, no increase in
funding or administrative support was
made available to states to accompany the
new objectives covered in the strategic
plan for 2005-2009. In fact, the funding
cuts in the DRA have been estimated at
$4.9 billion over the next ten years, or
$1.6 billion over ﬁve years.101

Part III: Description of the District’s
Child Support System

The Chapters in Part III explain the operations of the child support system in the
District. Part III begins with a general introduction to the system, followed by a
description of the children and families served by the system. Next is a description
of how the child support process works. Finally, is an assessment of how effective
that process is in serving the District’s children.

DC Appleseed

1. Introduction to Child Support in DC

In DC, the vast majority of children with
cases in the child support system are
born to never-married parents. Many
divorced or separated parents opt to
make their own payment arrangements
as part of their separation or divorce
agreements, and avoid the formal child
support enforcement system as long as
the informal arrangements are working.
While never-married women can make
their own formal or informal child
support arrangements, never-married
women with children are among the
most likely District residents to live in
poverty102 and to become involved in the
child support system through application
for public beneﬁts.
In fact, 70 percent of DC’s child support
caseload consists of current or former
welfare recipients – over 53,000 children
out of the 76,000 on the child support
caseload. The child support system
represents a potential pathway out of
poverty for these children. Yet, less than

one-ﬁfth received any child support in
the last year. The resulting increase
in child poverty is a scourge that the
District cannot afford. Children who
live in poverty are at great risk of a host
of social problems, and those problems
follow them into all of the institutions,
including schools, courts, prisons,
welfare programs, and future families.
The reach of the child support system
in the District is vast. With over 76,658

children in its child support caseload,103
the Ofﬁce of the Attorney General
(OAG) Child Support Services Division
(CSSD) is responsible for the welfare of
as many children as DC Public school
and Public Charter Schools combined.
While no data was available to track
the speciﬁc children that these two
systems have in common, we know
that the demographics are remarkably
similar: largely African-American, and a
substantial majority living in households
with annual income 200 percent below
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The child support enforcement system
in the District serves children whose
parents do not reside together. The
system is designed to enforce the legal
obligation of non-custodial parents
to contribute to their children’s
ﬁnancial and health-care related needs,
regardless of the current relationship
between those parents. This support
is particularly important in the District
where the vast majority of children in the
child support system live in a low-income
household headed by a single mother.
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the poverty line.104 For children in
these low-income households, child
support, if paid would constitute an
average of 30 percent of the family’s income.
Furthermore, schoolchildren who
receive the child support to which they
are entitled are more likely to ﬁnish
high school and go to college than
children who are entitled to support
but do not receive it. Signiﬁcantly,
this positive educational effect is
independent of the amount of support
received. Regardless of the dollar
amount, the very fact of receiving
child support from an absent parent,
in practice, helps a child do better in
school.
This latter fact illustrates the
importance of child support as
a form of father-involvement.
Fatherinvolvement is not limited to
residing with a child, but applies to
virtually all forms of regular contact
between fathers and their children.
Research has demonstrated the
importance of father involvement
to children’s well-being. According
to Stephen Baskerville of Howard
University, “Virtually every major
social pathology has been linked to
fatherlessness: violent crime, drug
and alcohol abuse, truancy, teen
pregnancy, suicide -- all correlate more
strongly to fatherlessness than to any
other single factor.”105 In Turning
the Corner on Father Absence in Black
America, The Morehouse Conference
on African American Fathers notes
that, “compared to children with both
parents at home, children who live
apart from their fathers are ﬁve times
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as likely to be poor, and … are also
much more likely to do poorly in
school and twice as likely to drop out of
school.”106 Similarly, a 2002 study from
Oxford University in England found
that the beneﬁts of father involvement
in a child’s upbringing include better
educational attainment, a decreased
likelihood of trouble with police, and
decreased likelihood of homelessness.107
Although an effective child support
system may be as important to the
District’s children as an effective school
system, it is quite clear that our child
support system is not as effective as it
should be and therefore not properly

serving the District’s children. As
Chapter 4 of Part III will detail, DC is
well below the national average on all federal
performance measures. For example, the
District’s success rate in establishing
support orders for eligible children
is only 45 percent, compared to 70
percent nationwide. Of the 45 percent
of absent parents issued an order, only
half actually made payments on order.
When compared to other medium-sized
cities, DC does not perform as well.

Although this Report examines several
explanations for such unfavorable
statistics, the primary explanation is
that the District essentially approaches
all absent fathers as deadbeats to be
punished rather than as parents to
be sought out and involved with their
children. As a result, the District fails

to take the steps that other jurisdictions
take to bring these non-custodial parents
into the system.
The District’s child support system
must do a better job of serving District
children by reaching low-income noncustodial parents and creating a bridge
to responsible parenthood. While
progress has been made in improving
the District’s system, its performance
remains unacceptable in light of the
crucial role that child support plays in
children’s lives.
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From 2000-2002 (the latest years for
which this data is available) DC provided
child support to 10 percent fewer
custodial families than other mediumsized cities.108
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2. Who is Served by Child Support in DC?
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Even though the DC child support system
does not report speciﬁc demographic or
income data on its service population, we
are able to describe that population based
on available data. From the local and
national welfare system, as well as other
data concerning DC’s population.
CSSD receives about 70 percent of its
referrals of children in need of child
support through the Income Maintenance
Administration (IMA) of the District
Department of Human Services, the local
administrator of Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF). Both of CSSD
and IMA are creations of Title IV of the
Social Security Act, and are often referred
to by their titles and section numbers:
child support agencies are known as IV-D
agencies, and welfare agencies are IV-A
agencies.
In 2005, 61,498 cases, 72.2 percent of
CSSD’s 85,177 cases, involved current or
former recipients of public assistance.
These 61,498 cases include 29.5 percent
who are current TANF recipients which
is almost twice the national average of
15 percent.109 In 2006, the child support
caseload dropped to 77,651, including
27.2 percent current TANF recipients, 43.3
percent former TANF recipients, and only
29.4 percent that never received TANF.
In DC, these TANF and former TANF
recipients are very low income individuals,
with one-third living below 50 percent
of the poverty line.110 TANF and
former TANF recipients are a group of
custodial parents with multiple barriers
to employment, including nearly 38
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percent who have no high school diploma
or GED.111 The low-skilled, low-income
population has even greater employment
challenges in DC than elsewhere in the
country. The District’s share of jobs
requiring post-high school graduate
education is more than triple the
national average (9.9 percent compared
to 3.3 percent) nationwide, while jobs
requiring entry-level high school skills
are a signiﬁcantly smaller share of District

employment than the nation as a whole
(41 percent compared to 55.21 percent).
Only 23.1 percent of District job growth is
forecasted in high school graduate entrylevel categories versus 47.9 percent for the
nation and 48.5 percent for the region.112
TANF recipients are not evenly spread
throughout the District. Wards 7 and 8
have the highest concentrations of TANF,
Food Stamps, and Medicaid eligibility,
as well as the highest rates of births to
single mothers. This makes residents of
these Wards signiﬁcantly more likely to
be involved in the child support system.
Single mothers represent 78 percent and
76 percent, respectively, of the births in
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Wards 7 and 8, compared to the District
child support enforcement system was
average of 54 percent and the District
optimally designed. Married couples, as
low of 6 percent in Ward 3. Wards
a population, tend to be wealthier and
7 and 8 are also among the with the
better educated, and divorced fathers are
highest unemployment. In 2005, the
more likely than never-married fathers to
District’s unemployment rate was 6.5
remain involved with their children for
percent, exceeding both the national
longer periods of time.118 Thus, CSSD’s
and regional unemployment rates (5.1
population of non-custodial parents
percent and 3.4 percent respectively).113
is more likely to be “dead broke” than
Yet, the highest levels of unemployment
deadbeat. Furthermore, many of these
were concentrated in Wards 5, 6, 7,
“dead broke” men are or have been
and 8, with Ward 8 having the highest
involved with the criminal justice system.
unemployment rate at 15.3 percent.114
This impacts not only their ability to stay
Though speciﬁc data is available, CSSD
current on child support payments, but
staff suggest that most of their caseload
has implications for future employment
come from Wards 7 and 8, which is
and stability in the community as well.
consistent with the concentration of
TANF recipients and out-of-wedlock
The increased likelihood that many
births in those Wards.
non-custodial parents in DC have been
This demographic analysis strongly
involved with the criminal justice system
indicates that the population being
is supported by research from the
served by CSSD is a low-income,
Sentencing Project, a national research
undereducated and under-skilled black
and advocacy organization that focuses
115
population. In the District, 97 percent on criminal justice system reform.
of TANF recipients are
African American and
Ward
Ward
City
City
City
82 percent of births
7
8
Average
Low
High
to single mothers in
Population, Black, Non-Hispanic, 2000
97.0%
93.0%
61.0%
6.2% 97.0%
the District were to
Poverty Rate, 2000
25.0%
36.0%
20.0%
7.5% 36.0%
non-Hispanic black
women.116 Overall, the
Unemployment Rate, 2000
14.0%
22.0%
11.0%
6.6% 22.0%
unemployment rate
Persons without HS diploma, 2000
29.0%
34.0%
22.0%
4.0% 34.0%
for male and female
African Americans in
Female-headed families with children, 2000
67.0%
68.0%
52.0% 12.0% 68.0%
DC is 14.5 percent.117
Children in poverty, 2000
37.0%
47.0%
32.0%
2.9% 47.0%
This is a population
Births to Teen Mothers, 2000
18.0%
16.0%
11.0%
0.9% 18.0%
very different from
the middle class
Change in Avg. Family Income, 1990-2000
-4.2%
-4.8%
9.7%
-4.8% 21.0%
population of divorced
mothers and “deadbeat
Reported Violent Crimes, 2005 (per 1,000 pop.)
18.0
20.0
14.0
1.8
20.0
dads” for whom the
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According to the Sentencing Project’s
research, African Americans in DC are
29 times more likely to face incarceration
than whites.119 Further, according to
the US Department of Justice Bureau of
Justice Statistics, nearly one in three (32
percent) of African American men will
enter State or Federal prison during their
lifetimes.120 Accordingly, CSSD estimates
that one in four of the African American
men in the CSSD caseload are or have been
incarcerated.121
It is not only the demographics of the
population served by the child support
system that needs to be considered. The
structure of the relationship between the
child support system and its customers is
equally important. The District is often
in the position of pursuing child support
against the wishes of the parent with
custody. This plays out in several ways.
First, a custodial parent who applies for
TANF beneﬁts is required to provide
identity and contact information for
the father or “alleged father” (if legal
paternity has not been established) of
the child. The custodial parent must also
assign rights to the state to any support
collected from the father on the child’s
behalf. A custodial parent who is required
to cooperate with CSSD to be eligible for
welfare beneﬁts is not a customer who is
pursuing child support by choice. While
some TANF recipients may be ignorant
about their right to support, many have
actively decided against pursuing an order
on their own. It can be difﬁcult to get
paternity information from these unwilling
customers.
There are several reasons for this
unwillingness. For example, a custodial
parent may not pursue support because
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she knows that the father is not working
and will be unable to pay. Or, she may
already receive support informally whether
monetary, in-kind, or both. In that case,
she would rather not jeopardize her
relationship with or existing support from
the father by bringing the formal system
into their arrangement. Alternatively,
she may be afraid that, if she pursues
child support through formal channels,
she or her children will suffer harm from
the father.122 She may want no further
relationship with the father and is worried
that, if required to pay child support, he
will then be entitled to visitation. She
would rather forego the income than allow
the father access to the child. It is also
possible that a custodial parent may have

no information about the father, though
anecdotally such instances appear in the
minority.
Second, the custodial parent may not be
aware that the public assistance and child
support systems are linked. By applying
for TANF or Medicaid the custodial parent
automatically opens a child support case.
She also may not be aware of the nature
of the linkage – or that information that is
shared between the systems. The Project
team heard from custodial parents whose

Finally, since TANF recipients ordinarily do
not expect to see any beneﬁt directly from
child support (and may even be afraid of
harm), they are not invested in helping
the system function well. The system is
built around the idea that custodial parents
beneﬁt and therefore want to collect child
support, as most separated and divorced
parents do. In DC, however, where most
cases involve never-married parents and
70 percent of the total caseload is initiated
through mandatory referrals, this notion
does not ordinarily apply. Until recently,
TANF recipients received no child support
money since the money was collected by
the District as reimbursement for beneﬁts.
A $150 “pass-through” was enacted for
FY06 allowing the ﬁrst $150 collected each
month in child support
to be passed to the child’s
household.123 If the
custodial parent receives any
assistance from the father
informally or wishes to avoid
him entirely, she could, in
fact, prevent the formal
system from successfully
functioning.

Without the assistance of custodial parents
who may be the only ones who know for
sure the paternity of their child, pursuing
child support can be very difﬁcult indeed.
Yet CSSD reports that 83 percent of TANF
applicants do not cooperate with the
child support system in identifying and
locating the father, establishing paternity,
or collecting support. The idea that this
system is supposed to be providing a
helpful and family-supportive service runs
counter to the experience of custodial
parents who are forced to participate in the
system against their will.
The system’s structure is not conducive to
optimal performance. At the same time,
though, the children living in families
that receive TANF beneﬁts are among
the most vulnerable of District youth and
the most in need of the ﬁnancial and
other beneﬁts of child support. While all
children deserve to receive the support of
both parents, TANF recipients are among
the poorest women and children in the
District. Children of TANF recipients are
likely to suffer the worst consequences of
growing up without a father since they are
also facing the challenges associated with
family and neighborhood poverty such
as substandard housing, poor nutrition,
lack of access to health care, inadequate
schools, violence, and
teen parenthood. It is
incumbent upon the District
government to ﬁnd ways
to make the child support
system work for these
children.
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former partners were surprised and angry
when they received notice of the child
support case, not realizing that, when
the custodial parent applied for public
assistance, a child support case would be
initiated. The team has also been told
of instances where the mother denied
any knowledge of the father to the child
support intake worker when, in fact, there
was a Voluntary Acknowledgement of
Paternity on ﬁle with the District Ofﬁce of
Vital Records, to which the child support
system has ready access.
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3. The Child Support Process in DC
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Process Overview
Administrative and Judicial Systems
According to a 2002 report by the
Lewin Group,124 child support programs
operate in what can be best understood
as a continuum from administrative
to judicial practices. Some programs
are highly administrative - minimal
involvement of the court, minimal
involvement of attorneys, and the use
of administrative hearings for contested
cases. Other programs are highly
judicial – substantial involvement of the
courts, an order establishment process
based on the court calendar, substantial
involvement of attorneys, and routine
court hearings for both contested and
non-contested cases. Another group,
which the Lewin Group Report refers
to as “quasi-judicial,” borrows some
elements of each.

of the parties can change before an
order is ever put in place). CSSD has
recently begun to describe its practices
as administrative; in a questionnaire
made available on the Ofﬁce of Child
Support Enforcement website to
facilitate interstate transactions, CSSD
describes the system as “judicial with
administrative consent process.”126
This description means that orders
reached by consent of the parties can
be established administratively but still
need judicial approval. Whether this
accurately describes the process is not
clear, since judges typically require
hearings even when the judges are
presented with consent orders. The
question of the extent and effective use
of CSSD’s administrative authority is
addressed in Part IV, Section B of this
Report.

Case Initiation

Most states tend towards the judicial,
DC child support cases originate
with 24 states scoring 14 or above on
in one of three ways. The ﬁrst is
a scale of 4 (highly administrative) to
a direct referral from the Income
16 (highly judicial), and only 7 States
Maintenance Administration (IMA) of
scoring 6 or below. DC has a score of
the Department of Human Services,
16, making it one of the most
highly judicial jurisdictions. The
Lewin Group research concludes
that either type of system, if
implemented well, is acceptable.
Some experts have pointed out
that judicial procedures tend to
be slower, which can impact their
child support agency’s success
rate,125 especially in a population
that lacks stable employment
Source: Administrative and Judicial Processes for Establishing
and ﬁnancial security (the
Child Support Orders, Lewin Group, June 2002.
location and ﬁnancial situation
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Upon receiving a referral or application
for services, CSSD ﬁrst locates the noncustodial parent using the Federal
Parent Locator Service (FPLS) or
other automated and non-automated
information sources, and ﬁles a motion
with the court to establish paternity (if
necessary) or a child support order. The
court calendars the case and issues a
Notice of Hearing and Order Directing
Appearance (NOHODA), which CSSD
is then responsible for serving on the
non-custodial parent. (In TANF cases,
because the custodial parent is a witness
and not technically a party to the case,
she is not ordered to appear.) In
court, if paternity has not been legally
established, the non-custodial parent
will be given an opportunity to sign a
voluntary acknowledgement or the judge
will order genetic testing. If paternity

is not in question, CSSD attorneys or
paralegals meet with the non-custodial
parent prior to entering the courtroom
to review documentation of income,
apply the guidelines to calculate the
amount of support required (which
is based on both parents’ aggregate
incomes), and present the court their
recommendation for a child support
order.

Establishing an Order
DC Superior Court Family Court has
an Expedited Child Support Division
which consists of three magistrate
judges whose caseload consists entirely
of paternity and child support cases. In
the courtroom, the judge will review the
recommendation made by CSSD, concur
or raise questions depending upon what
is presented, and sign the order. If the
non-custodial parent is unemployed or
lacks documentation of income, the
judge will typically sign a temporary
child support order and require the
non-custodial parent to return to court
in a few months time with additional
paperwork, including proof of job search activity if appropriate.
Once an order has been signed, and if
the non-custodial parent is employed,
CSSD follows up by sending wage
withholding orders to the employer
of the non-custodial parent’s. If the
non-custodial parent is ordered to
provide health insurance through
his employer, the employer will also
receive a National Medical Support
Notice (NMSN). CSSD is responsible
for providing copies of the order to the
custodial parent, and/or advising them
whether additional court appearances
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the agency that administers public
beneﬁts programs like TANF, Food
Stamps, and Medicaid. The referral
occurs through an automated data
sharing system between IMA and CSSD
whenever a custodial parent initiates a
TANF or Medicaid case. The second is
self-referral; applications for services are
accepted from any DC resident. For a
nominal fee, CSSD will provide paternity
establishment, locate and service of
process, order establishment, order
enforcement, or any combination of
these services. The third is by request
from another state via the Uniform
Interstate Family Support Act (UIFSA),
which requires states to cooperate
in establishing and enforcing orders
that originate in other jurisdictions
if the originating state can establish
personal jurisdiction over the out-of-state
parent.127
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will be necessary. In addition, CSSD is
responsible for maintaining case records
and safeguarding information to ensure
accuracy and integrity. CSSD contracted
out their responsibility to manage the
collection and disbursement of funds
to Systems and Methods, Incorporated,
beginning in late 2004.
Enforcement – Court and CSSD Roles
For court-ordered child support, CSSD is
responsible for identifying cases of nonpayment and ﬁling motions for contempt.
CSSD may ﬁle motion for either civil or
criminal contempt,128 though, according
to CSSD staff, CSSD is signiﬁcantly more
likely to use the civil option than the
criminal option.129 Each judge has a
weekly contempt calendar in which the
judge hears these non-compliance cases
on both “ﬁrst appearance” and review
bases. CSSD must provide evidence
of non-payment, a calculation of the
arrearage amount, and is typically asked
to recommend a course of action.
Speciﬁcally, CSSD is asked to recommad
whether the motion for contempt should
be held in abeyance to give the father an
opportunity to comply with an agreed
upon payment plan, or if incarceration
or other intervention is warranted. CSSD
is working to implement by the end of
the current ﬁscal year an automated
case screening process to refer cases for
contempt when appropriate, without the
need for the custodial parent to request
this action. Additionally, CSSD plans to
incorporate as a part of the new contempt
process a ﬁnal attempt to invite the noncustodial parent to CSSD ofﬁce to create a
payment plan prior to the hearing.
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In summary, CSSD is responsible for
conducting intake with the custodial
parent, locating and serving the noncustodial parent, verifying income for
both parties, writing and ﬁling motions
to establish or modify orders, or charging
delinquent non-custodial parents with
contempt, conferencing with the noncustodial parent about the order amount,
representing the District in court,130 and
communicating with the custodial parent.
CSSD is also responsible for conducting
triennial reviews of the public assistance
caseload, and moving for upward or
downward modiﬁcation of orders as
appropriate.
The court’s role is to calendar the
cases, adjudicate paternity if not yet
established, evaluate and establish orders
(whether based on the child support
guideline, agreement by the parties or
recommended by CSSD) and determine
when sufﬁcient information is available
for an order to be made permanent,
for an ex-parte order to be issued, and/
or a bench warrant issued for failure
to appear. The court also determines
responses to contempt ﬁlings. In addition
to these judicial responsibilities, the court
has also entered into a Memorandum of
Understanding with CSSD governing the
use of conferencing space, availability of
ofﬁce space and computers, and other
logistical matters.
Although the court is involved in
adjudicating contempt hearings and
to some extent in regularly reviewing
temporary orders,131 enforcement is
exclusively managed by CSSD. The
division of responsibilities within CSSD
is not well understood by parents. For
example, at the resolution of a contempt

Representation
In order to resolve potential conﬂicts of
interest stemming from the complexity
of family relationships in its cases, CSSD
determined to stop representing parents
in child support matters. Instead, CSSD
now represents the District in its “interest
in ensuring that children are adequately
supported.”132 Under this policy, custodial
parents are no longer considered “clients”
entitled to the conﬁdentiality and other
privileges of attorney-client relationships.
Custodial parents instead became
“customers.” In practice, this change
in policy often has little practical effect,
especially because the interests of the
custodial parent often align closely with
CSSD, i.e., requiring the non-custodial
parent to pay child support.

Child Support Guidelines
A key factor in child support matters
is the child support guideline. These
state-legislated guidelines are used in
establishing just orders, and were required
by federal law in order to limit the
discretion of the courts in determining
the amount of support owed by noncustodial parents.133 The guideline is a
numerical statement of child support
policy articulating, among other things,
how income should be calculated and what
kinds of costs are included in parents’

ﬁnancial obligations to their children.
The federal Family Support Act of 1998
requires states to review their child
support guideline every four years. 134
Child support guidelines were initially
adopted by the DC Council in 1990.135 A
Child Support Guideline Commission was
created in 2003 to review the guideline and
make recommendations to the Mayor for
changes based on, among other things,
the changing demographic of the District
and changes in federal law. Chaired by
the Interim Administrator of the Youth
Services Administration of the Department
of Human Services, the Commission
included judges, representatives of the DC
Council Judiciary Committee, the private
bar, community-based social services,
and legal services organizations, several
with experience working directly for
the child support system. CSSD offered
comments and assistance to the Guideline
Commission. From 2003-2004, the
Guideline Commission worked to review
the 1990 Guideline, with the following
goals in mind:
■ Address the needs of children
and ability of parents to pay.
■ Provide more consistency and
predictability in child support
orders.
■ Propose a new Guideline that
would appear to be fair.
■ Ease the administration
required of child support cases
in establishing and modifying
orders.136
After a series of public feedback
opportunities and commentary
on proposed changes, the ﬁnal
recommendations of the Guideline
Commission were released in July 2004.
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case, a non-custodial parent whose driver’s
license has been revoked will frequently
seek the court’s help in having it re-issued,
only to be told that the process is handled
at CSSD’s ofﬁce and the court has no role
in the license revocation.
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These recommendations were enacted
(with slight variations) by the DC Council
as the Child Support Guideline Revision
Act of 2006 (New Guideline), and went
into effect on April 1, 2007.
The New Guideline provides a formula
which is applied to both parents’ income.
The New Guideline attempts to better
address the realities of low-income
non-custodial parents and account for
non-custodial parents with incomes
above $75,000.137 For example, the
1990 Guideline was silent on whether
means-tested public assistance counted
as income while the New Guideline
explicitly excludes this income. The
New Guideline includes a “self-support
reserve” for non-custodial parents so that
the lowest-income non-custodial parent
can maintain at least a minimum income.
The New Guideline gives judges leeway
to vary from the guidelines (down to $0)
if the non-custodial parent’s income is
less than 133 percent of poverty.138 It also
limits the total amount of income that
can be withheld to pay child support.
The federal Consumer Credit Protection
Act (CCPA) limits the percentage of
aggregate disposable earnings that can
be withheld from an individual for child
support to between 50 to 60 percent. The
Commission recommended and the DC
Council adopt a cap on child and medical
support payments at 35 percent of the
non-custodial parent’s gross income, which
is roughly equivalent to the 50 percent
CCPA net income threshold.139 Unlike
the 1990 Guideline, which calculated a
presumptive amount along with a high and
low variation, the New Guideline provides
a dollar ﬁgure and a number of factors that
judges are permitted to consider in varying
from the New Guideline amount.
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While the New Guideline is an essential
component of child support policy
and practice, the Project team did not
separately analyze its substance in this
Report. The Project team believes that the
Guideline Commission did a commendable
job in developing its recommendations,
and the Mayor and the DC Council did
their part in turning the recommendations
into legislation. There was some dissension
in the community concerning whether
the Commission recommendations
were sufﬁciently attentive to the needs
of low-income custodial parents (who,
for example, do not have the option of
setting aside a self-support reserve before
considering the needs of their children).
This is an important concern. It remains
to be seen how the New Guideline will be
implemented, and whether it will result
in fairer orders. As policy, however, it
represents a dramatic improvement over
the 1990 Guideline insofar as it takes better
account of economic realities for lowincome families as well as providing better
guidance for upper-income families.

Pass-Through
In a step very much supported by child
and poverty advocates, the District recently
enacted a $150 child support pass-through,
making it the ﬁrst jurisdiction in the
Nation to increase its pass-through and
income disregard above $50 a month since
the enactment of the Deﬁcit Reduction Act
of 2005.140 Under this enactment, the ﬁrst
$150 per month collected by the District
on behalf of a TANF recipient goes directly
to the family instead of to the District to
reimburse it and the federal government
for TANF and Medicaid expenditures. Any

directly upon leaving TANF.143 It may
also encourage payment by non-custodial
parents who resent being compelled to
make child support payments that never
reach their child’s household.
The pass-through policy and the selfsupport reserve instituted by the New
Guideline put DC in the forefront of
progressive policy on child support. There
have also been changes at the Ofﬁce of
the Attorney General that have raised
the internal proﬁle of the Child Support
Services Division and suggest a shift in
focus. These include elevating the status
of CSSD to a division of its own; another
was to rename the agency. Instead of Child
Support Enforcement Division (CSED),
the agency became the Child Support
Services Division. Substituting “services”
for “enforcement” is part of an effort to
reframe the CSSD’s role and align it with
the direction of the federal OCSE.
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amount above the $150 is still withheld by
the District for that purpose. The passthrough went into effect April 1, 2006, and
was retroactive to October, 2005. The ﬁscal
analysis of the bill putting the cost of the
program at $1.47 million suggests that this
pass-through would affect approximately
700 to 1,000 families out of the 21,000
currently receiving TANF.141 This passthrough is signiﬁcant not only because it
potentially provides more resources to this
small number of single-parent families, but
also because it can change the dynamic
between the child support system and
the compelled customer population.142
While CSSD intake staff report that
implementation of the pass-through has
not had much impact on the cooperation
of those who want nothing to do with
the formal system or who expect that the
formal system will not work, it may help
CSSD keep better track of custodial parents
so that they can receive their full payments
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As mentioned above, child support
enforcement agencies like CSSD are
evaluated against federal standards
to be eligible for funding incentives
or subject to ﬁnancial penalties. The
federal performance standards cover
ﬁve areas, three of which can result in
either incentive payment or penalty, and
two which are incentive-based only. The
performance target areas follow:
■ Paternity establishment (which
can be measured either among
all children of non-marital births,
or among children within the
child support caseload).
■ Percentage of open child
support cases with support orders
established.
■ Percentage of current collections
on open orders relative to the
amount owed.
■ Percentage of cases with
collections on arrearages
(incentive only).
■ Cost effectiveness (dollars
collected relative to dollars spent)
(incentive only).144
States undergo regular audits to ensure
reliability of the data on which these
incentives and penalties are based.
There are plans underway to add a sixth
standard related to provision of medical
support.
Incentive payments are related to three
indicators: (1) performance, i.e., better
performance results in higher payment
as long as a minimum performance is
attained; (2) the state’s “collection base”
(a calculation based on state collections
and weighted toward current and former
assistance cases); and (3) the designated
“incentive pool” allocated by Congress.
In order to receive incentive payments
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on the standards, states must achieve the
following minimums.
■ Paternity establishment: 50
percent
■ Order establishment: 50
percent
■ Current Collections: 40
percent
■ Arrearage Collections: 40
percent
■ Cost effectiveness: 2.00+ (i.e.,
at least $2.00 collected for
every $1.00 spent)
In addition, in order to avoid penalties
for the ﬁrst three standards, states
must demonstrate improvement. For
example, to avoid being penalized for
paternity establishment, a state that
had a previous rate of between 50
percent and 74 percent must improve
its performance by 3 percent over the
previous year; states with performances
between 45 percent and 49 percent must
increase 4 percent, etc.
Federal child support law is unique
in this close interface with states and
the strict standards by which states are
evaluated and compensated for their
performance. This structure has placed
the District at a disadvantage. Rather
than being compared to and held to
standards appropriate for large urban
jurisdictions, DC is measured against
entire states, with their blend of urban,
suburban, and rural geographies. Given
the demographics and high levels of nonmarital births that occur in the nation’s
medium to large cities, urban areas
around the country typically represent
the poorer-performing jurisdictions
within their respective states.145 But the
rural and suburban and smaller urban

In addition, as in many arenas governed
by federal, state, and local law, DC must
perform the functions of both local and
state jurisdictions. Most states operate
with a local or regionally-based network
of child support service agencies, with
some states granting more autonomy to
such networks than others to administer
or operate the programs. State
ofﬁces, however, whether they are the
operators or administrators, typically
have much greater capacity than their
local counterparts to write and manage
grants, run and evaluate demonstration
projects, study best practices and engage
in other functions that serve to enhance
and improve overall performance. The
current CSSD Director has commented
on how time-consuming and difﬁcult
it is to apply for and manage federal
grants. With a system struggling to meet
performance goals in even the most basic
procedural operations, the inability to
pursue additional resources only further
diminishes long-term performance
capacity.
DC has made some signiﬁcant
improvements in the stated federal
measures. DC is no longer subject to
penalties for its paternity establishment
rate, which has gone from 64 percent
in 2004 to 78 percent in 2006. Even so,
this percentage is much lower than the
national average, which in 2006 was 97.87
percent.146 The Paternity Establishment
Program in DC has been contracted
to Policy Studies, Inc., a Denver-based
organization, since 2005.

DC has also improved its order
establishment rate to 45 percent, up from
34.9 percent in 2004 and 39.6 percent
in 2005.147 Again, though, this is well
below the national average, which in
2005 was 75.87 percent. The District
will avoid a penalty this year because
of the 5.4 percent improvement in its
establishment rate, but will not receive
an incentive payment because the rate
is below 50 percent. It should also be
noted that approximately four percent
of the increase can be attributed to a
reduction in caseload through case
closures. In addition, the 45 percent
average includes signiﬁcant variation
among the different service populations.
The order establishment rate is 30 percent
for current TANF cases, 44 percent for
former TANF cases, and 61 percent for
cases in which the custodial parent has
never received TANF. This suggests that
performance is worse where the need is
greater.

Other performance markers have
stagnated. The collection rate has gone
from 51.22 percent in 2004, to 52.89
percent in 2005, to 52.5 percent in 2006,
though this masks the fact that only 23
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areas of states ordinarily create a balance
that raises the statewide performance. DC
has no such rural or suburban areas to
provide balance.
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percent of cases received any form of
payment, suggesting that a small number
of orders account for a signiﬁcant portion
of the collections. The national average
collection rate for states in 2006 was 60.35
percent.
Arrears collections for the District have
gone from 42.33 percent in 2004, to 43.68
percent in 2005, but then fell to 41.7
percent in 2006. For all states in 2006,
the average was 60.07 percent. And cost
effectiveness declined from $3.14 in 2004
to $2.53 2006, similar to the performance
rates earlier in the decade. The national
average for cost effectiveness in 2006 was
approximately $4.58 collected for every
dollar spent. It might be expected that the
cost effectiveness number would go down
as investments are made to improve the
system, but then that number should go
back up.
The child support performance evaluation
system guides the system to a signiﬁcant
extent. As in all evaluation systems, what
gets counted gets done. What seems to be
missing here, however, is recognition of the
link between the measures. If the District
is raising the order establishment rate, but
not raising the collection rate, then, in the
end, children are not being sufﬁciently
served. While some of the remedy for
this lies in assessing and improving basic
functions, like locating non-custodial
parents and serving them with process,
there is more to be gained in paying better
attention to who is not paying and why.
Removing barriers to compliance for noncustodial parents will not only bring up the
District’s numbers, it will genuinely help
families and children.
It is true that DC tends to suffer unfairly by
comparison to states, and this comparison
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indirectly impacts the ﬁnancial viability of
DC’s child support system based on the
system of federal incentives and penalties.
The point of this Report, however, is
not to call upon CSSD to better serve
the federal standards which are based
on expectations of a diverse statewide
population. The point is to better serve
the child support caseload in the District,
in particular those most in need of a wellfunctioning child support system – lowincome African-American families facing
high unemployment, high incarceration
rates, and a high cost of living, as well as a
poorly coordinated workforce development
system, and inadequate reentry support

system. The clear message from the
District’s inferior performance on these
federal measures is that far too many
children in this population are not being
well served. In fact, as earlier noted, over
50,000 children in the child support system
are receiving no payments at all. Our
analysis of this performance – presented in
Part IV of this Report – is that the District
can and must do much better in serving
these children.

Part IV: Findings and Recommendations to
Improve the District’s Child Support System

Part IV of the Report contains our speciﬁc ﬁndings and recommendations for
improving child support outcomes in the District of Columbia. Chapters are broken
down according to general categories: relations between the child support system
and parents, relations between CSSD and the courts, and issues that are internal to
CSSD. Although there is overlap, these areas are addressed separately.

DC Appleseed

Section A: Improving Services to Parents
Chapter 1: Outreach and Early Intervention
Chapter 2: Unemployed and Under-employed Non-Custodial Parents
Chapter 3: Incarcerated Parents and Ex-Offenders
Chapter 4: Minor Parents and Immigrants
Chapter 5: Managing Child Support Arrears
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Introduction
One of the most powerful myths
operating in the child support system
in the District of Columbia is that all
non-custodial parents want to evade
their obligation to pay child support.
Belief in this myth largely determines
how the non-custodial parent is initially
approached and treated by the child
support system. This belief also leads
CSSD to impose the child support
obligation as forcefully as possible,
using the “strong arm of the law” to gain
cooperation, and a variety of “after-thefact” enforcement mechanisms to gain
compliance from delinquent obligors.
The problem with this approach is that,
while it works well in some cases, in
many cases it works against building the
kind of relationship that can encourage
the consistent, reliable child support
payments that custodial parents want and
that children need. It also nounterads
the beneﬁts that contact with the noncustodial parent can have for the child.
Experience in other jurisdictions has
helped to dispel this myth, providing
evidence that many, if not most, noncustodial parents will approach their
child support obligation willingly, if
invited and supported in doing so.148
And the converse is true: when noncustodial parents are not approached in
this supportive way, they are often lost
to the system and the children are the
losers.
The idea of conducting outreach,
providing information, and using early
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intervention to promote better child
support compliance is, as even CSSD
acknowledges, a work in progress, not
only because of time pressure, limited
resources, and case management
structure but because of the lingering
effects of the historic belief that CSSD
principally serves custodial parents and
is adverse to non-custodial parents. This
belief has its origins in the adversarial
justice system in which CSSD is situated,
a system that has never been the most
appropriate place to manage family
matters which are rarely as simple as
“us” vs. “them.” To further complicate
matters, the DC Superior Court Family
Court has been reluctant to trust CSSD
to engage non-custodial parents outside
of a judicial setting, citing concern that
the interaction might be perceived as
coercive. Missing from this perspective
is the recognition that assisting noncustodial parents actually serves children
and custodial parents, and vice-versa, and
the failure to assist non-custodial parents
constitutes a disservice to children and
custodial parents. While CSSD does
not currently have the resources to
provide intensive case management
services to non-custodial parents who are
unemployed and facing multiple barriers
to employment and stability, it can and
should provide friendly, informative
services speciﬁc to the child support
process and referrals to related services.
Successful child support agencies
in other jurisdictions have adopted
an outreach and early intervention
approach,149 and although CSSD has

enforcement tools to the individual obligor,
the employability of the non-custodial
parent. Many child support agencies in
other jurisdictions are beginning to address
these issues, focusing their efforts on the
front-end of the process through which the
orders are established and the relationship
between the agency and the non-custodial parent.
By doing so, these other child support
agencies have frequently secured more
consistent, reliable child support payments
for the custodial parent and child.

Challenges in the District
Outreach

With minimal guidance from federal law,
the District has
discretion to
Recent Newspaper Headlines:
determine the
“Deadbeat Parent Sweep Yields 20 Arrests” WYFF4.com, SC, May 4, 2007.
value it places
“Child Support Deadbeats Nabbed” Lake County News-Sun, IL, February 14, 2007.
on outreach
“Man sentenced on 18 charges of criminal non support” Bedford Bulletin, VA, February 14, 2007.
and any early
“Arrests orders for parents owing support” Patriot-News, PA, July 3, 2007.
intervention
“Deadbeat Parent? Take the Bus” KCPW, UT, January 18, 2007.
activity that is
“Find a Way to Make Deadbeat Parents Pay” Morning Sentinel, ME, June 18, 2007.
not explicitly
“Deadbeat Dads Arrested on Father’s Day” Heartland News, Cook County, IL, June 18, 2007.
part of
“enforcement.”
“Ad Nabs 2 Child Support Debtors” Philadelphia Daily News, PA, June 8, 2007.
Thus far, CSSD
“Deadbeat Dad Gets Prison on Child Support Charges” North Country Gazette, NY, April 21, 2007.
has made
“Deadbeats Feature Monthly” The Enquirer, OH, May 22, 2007.
limited but not
nearly sufﬁcient
investment in
compliance for non-custodial parents. The these areas. For example, the agency has
issues that can and do interfere with the
only two employees working in its Paternity
regular payment of child support include,
and Community Outreach Section which
without limitation the following: how the
has primary responsibility for overseeing
order was established, how the amount of
the Paternity Establishment Program
the order was determined, the relationship contract.
between the custodial and non-custodial
parent, the relationship between the
Our research indicates that the absence
non-custodial parent and the child, the
of a deliberate and well-funded outreach
appropriateness of the child support
strategy has left the child support system
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made strides in this regard, including
creating a Paternity and Outreach Section
in 2005, signiﬁcant room for improvement
remains. Other more successful agencies
try and engage non-custodial parents
early in their child support payment
cycle to help them become familiar with
the expectations of the system, as well
as alerting them to their options should
their circumstances change. Since most
child support is recouped through wage
withholding, many non-custodial parents
never actually write a check to a child
support agency, or do it only once or twice
before wage withholding goes into effect.
Therefore, getting non-custodial parents to
comply with child support orders requires
a deeper understanding of the obstacles to
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with a poor reputation among both
custodial and non-custodial parents. It
is generally perceived as being unfair to
fathers and ineffective for mothers.154
These impressions are, in part, a public
relations issue insofar as CSSD has not
taken charge of the message it should be
communicating to its DC audience; in fact,
one staff member of OAG indicated that
CSSD relies on news coverage of “deadbeat
dad roundups” in other local communities
to communicate its message.
But CSSD’s community reputation is also
partly a result of well-known systemic
problems at CSSD. These include a very
low collection and disbursement rate
among public assistance cases, a low
rate of successful process service, and an
approach to non-custodial parents that, at
least in the eyes of the community, focuses
almost exclusively on punitive enforcement
measures.

Treatment of
Non-Custodial Parents
At CSSD, beyond areas related to paternity
establishment, there are virtually no
systemic services available for noncustodial parents. The initial contact
that non-custodial parents have with the
child support system is often via service of
process which includes the admonition that
failure to appear can result in a warrant for
arrest. CSSD thus misses an opportunity
to provide non-custodial parents with
supplemental materials at the point
that they are the most receptive to the
information155 and instead provides them
additional information after the order
has been established.156 As a result, noncustodial parents are unlikely to reach out
to the system to ask questions until their
ﬁrst appearance in court. Recently, CSSD
Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

began an initiative to invite non-custodial
parents to receive process in its ofﬁce
and to have questions answered, but the
imitative’s success is yet to be evaluated.
When they do come to court, noncustodial parents, who are not usually
represented by counsel, meet only brieﬂy
with a CSSD attorney or paralegal who
calculates the order amount according to
a strict application of the Child Support
Guideline, leaving minimal room (or
time) for discussion or negotiation. Noncustodial parents are not entitled to
counsel and are generally uninformed
about child support, about how the
guidelines work, or about their rights and
options.157 Because CSSD is not seen as an
ally by non-custodial parents, when those
parents need help, they frequently do not
contact CSSD.
In fact, non-custodial parents report feeling
that they are being “interrogated” and
“bullied” by CSSD staff, particularly by
the attorneys.158 According to community
service providers, the attitude at CSSD
is even worse with respect to Spanishspeaking clients.159 Given that many
members of the service population do not
have positive experiences with the legal
system or with public beneﬁts systems in
general,160 they are likely to perceive the
child support experience negatively unless
the system takes afﬁrmative steps to address
these perceptions.
Although CSSD expends substantial time
and effort in the establishment process
(intake, locate, service, hearing), it typically
is uninvolved following order establishment
unless the non-custodial parent misses
multiple payments.161 In those cases,
the non-custodial parent is warned that,
unless payment is made immediately, his

While non-custodial parents have limited
contact with the system before or even after
their time in court, they are likely to have
contact with peers who are not necessarily
well-informed. One non-custodial parent,
for example, was told by his friends that he
should “give up his rights” (i.e., terminate
parental rights) so that he would not have
to pay child support. This particular father
was actively involved with his children
despite the fact that he paid little in
monetary support. Unlike other states and
cities, CSSD currently does not partner
broadly or effectively with communitybased organizations, job service groups,
faith-based or non-proﬁt agencies that
could provide child support information in
a non-threatening way to parents who need
it. As explained in subsequent chapters,
there are signiﬁcant opportunities for
CSSD to improve its outreach in ways
that have worked effectively in other
jurisdictions. CSSD has recently begun
efforts to increase contact and provide
additional information to non-custodial
parents, but these communications

must be bolstered by positive customer
experience in order to change public
perceptions. The point here is not that the
District needs to improve its services and
relationships with non-custodial parents for
the sake of the parents, but rather
because doing so will beneﬁt those
parents’ children.

Customer Service
This is not to say that there have been
no efforts to improve services to noncustodial parents. OAG, like all District
agencies under former Mayor Williams’
administration, put substantial efforts into
improving its customer service. CSSD’s
efforts include the recent transition of the
customer service unit out of “Operations”
(which includes the intake, locate/
service, and establishment units) so that
its management would be more focused
on bridging internal and external affairs,
and ensuring that the ofﬁce waiting area
is clean and comfortable. CSSD has also
recently committed to a new customer
service initiative called the “Customer
Liaison Unit.” The Customer Liaison Unit
staff will be assigned to the ofﬁce waiting
room to address the needs of walk-in
customers and will be assigned according
to customer last name to increase
continuity of service. The local attention
to customer service complements a focus
on improved customer service by the
U.S. Health and Human Services’ Ofﬁce
of Child Support Enforcement (OSCE)
through the implementation of the
Government Performance and Results Act
(GPRA).163 One of the key purposes of the
GPRA is to promote a new focus on results,
service quality and customer satisfaction.164
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driver’s license will be revoked. If the
revocation is in error, it is incumbent upon
the obligor to prove the mistake. Such
actions naturally create an antagonistic
relationship from the outset.162 Even
non-custodial parents who have been
completely compliant are advised in court
that, if they fail to appear for their next
court date, a warrant may be issued for
their arrest. As required by federal law,
CSSD sends an annual letter to all obligors,
regardless of their payment history,
advising them of the various enforcement
techniques that CSSD has at its disposal.
These heavy-handed punitive approaches
can have the effect of making even paying
non-custodial parents feel like criminals.
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Despite these efforts, problems continue.
The CSSD general ofﬁce number voicemail
system was never updated to reﬂect either
the name change at OAG (it still refers
to the Ofﬁce of Corporation Counsel)
or the division (it still refers to the Child
Support Enforcement Division although
CSSD points with pride to the name
change to Child Support Services Division
as symbolic of a new service orientation).
This inaccuracy is potentially confusing
and raises questions about the accuracy of
other information provided through the
automated service. Customers complain
of difﬁculty in reaching a staff person, and
some customers report giving up entirely.165
This is particularly likely when the call is
not especially urgent to the caller, such
as when the purpose of the call is only
to provide a change of address. CSSD
recognizes the need for a new Automated
Voice Response System and has apparently
secured funds to make the necessary
enhancments to the system. Procurement,
however, is “running its course” and, in the
meantime, inaccuracies persist.
To improve the likelihood that noncustodial parents would appear in court,
CSSD has proposed drafting a friendly
notice letter and implementing a
telephone contact process to advise the
non-custodial parent about any court
dates. While the court has expressed
some concern that these contacts might be
perceived as coercive, and there are some
privacy concerns, other jurisdictions have
implemented such practices effectively, and
we fully support CSSD going forward with
them. To do so, however, would require
particular attention to both the tone and
content of written materials and spoken
messages. The script provided to the team
for the phone contact did not include
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any variations based on who answered the
phone or whether an answering machine
identiﬁed the individual.
The concerns of custodial parents are
somewhat different. They complain that
they are not kept sufﬁciently informed
about case activity. Months or even years
will go by without custodial parents being
advised about the status of their case.166
Without a speciﬁc contact person, custodial
parents feel that they do not have an
advocate for their case and frequently are
not informed about court dates and other
important events. For example, one parent
was never informed that his/her child’s
non-custodial parent was arrested on a
bench warrant. CSSD appears to expect
that custodial parents will be proactive in
seeking information. Custodial parents, in
contrast, generally expect that CSSD will
proactively establish and enforce orders
and keep them informed. This contributes
to CSSD’s reputation in some quarters as
an agency that keeps records but otherwise,
as one parent said to us, “doesn’t do
anything.” CSSD maintains that custodial
parents are sent courtesy copies of petitions
for paternity and/or support and are
therefore kept informed.

Outreach Materials
Until very recently, CSSD had few
brochures or other written materials
explaining the child support system in any
detail. Materials directed towards noncustodial parents were not available at
CSSD or elsewhere in the community.167
Community advocates have serious
concerns about the ability of non-custodial
parents to understand the system and
what is required of them. While CSSD has

CSSD’s webpage is equally non-user
friendly. The District of Columbia
government home page does not contain
a direct link. While the site is more easily
accessed from the Ofﬁce of the Attorney
General’s (OAG) webpage, CSSD’s
location within OAG is not self-evident to
the target population. The site is poorly
designed and contains what can only be
described as a hodgepodge of seemingly
random information. For example,
while it does contain brief descriptions

of the means CSSD uses to enforce child
support payments, the section is addressed
to custodial parents168 and contains
insufﬁcient detail to be of use to noncustodial parents. Reports of broken
links which are not quickly ﬁxed are also
commonplace.
The poor organization of information on
the website is illustrated by the following:
the link for Paternity leads to a webpage169
that begins with text on “Establishing
Support Orders,” followed by “Why is
it important to my child to establish
paternity,” followed by a table that charts
the percentage of income owed per child,
according to the child support guideline.
While all of this information is potentially
helpful, it is basically hidden. For example,
there is no link to “How the Guideline
Works,” which is where one might expect
to ﬁnd the above referenced table. Nor
does the site directly address any of the
basic procedural questions that users might
be expected to ask (such as, how do I get a
paternity test and who pays?). The menu
is alphabetical rather than chronological
in relation to the procedures, or organized
by audience (for example, what custodial
parents need to know, what non-custodial
parents need to know). One of the few
highlights is the “tips” section, which is
akin to a Frequently Asked Questions link,
but again, there is no way to know what
information will be found there. Another
is the Online Child Support Packet, which
parents can ﬁll in online and print out.
While these observations may sound hypertechnical and overly critical, it must be
remembered that the population to be
served is unlikely to be sophisticated in
internet skills and is in need of clear, basic
information.
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recently compiled a Customer Survival
Kit, the materials in the kit appear
to have been designed primarily for
custodial parents (many implicitly address
themselves to a custodial parent audience)
and tend to be difﬁcult to read. None
of the materials address the meaning of
responsible fatherhood or the beneﬁts of
participating in the child support system.
And only limited materials are available
in Spanish and none are available in any
language other than Spanish or English.
CSSD recognizes the beneﬁt of survival
kits targeted to non-custodial parents but
cites lack of resources to produce them.
Given the relatively modest cost of such
pamphlets (CSSD suggests $7000) and
their beneﬁt to educating non-custodial
parents who currently feel ignored and
uninformed, providing such several
kits would prove to be a worthwhile
expenditure. Given the high levels of
illiteracy in DC, particularly among the
low-income population that the child
support system needs to reach, complex
materials combined with a lack of legal
representation are a near guarantee for
non-custodial parents to feel overwhelmed
and uninformed. CSSD’s recent efforts are
a good ﬁrst step, but they need to be better
adapted to the population to be served.
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CSSD has proposed upgrading its website
to create greater functionality and the
capacity for more interactivity. We fully
support this and encourage input from
the different audiences that are likely to
access it - including custodial parents and
non-custodial parents (and their allies or
representatives), employers, and other
court or government workers. While many
in the CSSD service population do not have
personal computers, they do have access to
libraries and other sites where computers
are available. Community service providers
and the Superior Court’s Family Law
Self-Help Center could make use of
it to help clients, if individual case
information were accessible using
Social Security numbers, a personal
identiﬁcation number (PIN), or other
unique identiﬁer. While the District has
been recognized for its award-winning
web portal, greater attention needs to
be paid to the quality of individual pages
and the unique needs of those being
served.

Best Practices
A variety of practices have been
established in other jurisdictions that
can serve as a model to assist CSSD in
establishing a more customer-friendly
environment for non-custodial parents and
fostering better relationships with them.
These practices involve an investment of
resources at the front end of the process
(e.g., prior to establishing an order or
shortly thereafter) that results in more
accurate orders and better collection
rates. These results occur because noncustodial parents are better informed, less
antagonistic, and perceive greater fairness
in the child support process.
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Pre-service Outreach. San Francisco
County’s Enhanced Parental Involvement
Collaboration (EPIC) was an eighteenmonth program during 2005 and early
2006 that focused on altering the approach
the child support service agency uses with
clients.170 EPIC’s goals were to reduce
default orders and increase the likelihood
of payment. This more client-friendly,
customer-service-oriented focus included
re-drafting documents to use simpler and
less aggressive language, and use of process
servers who received specialized training

Karen M Roye, Enhanced Parental Involvement Collaboration (EPIC)
Project Final Report, (2005-2006) (Oct. 13, 2006).

in customer service such as the agency’s
receptionists receive.171 Source:
The role of the process server is essentially
to say “don’t ignore it – this stuff won’t go
away. Just give a call and they’ll help you
out.”172 Even before service of process,
the agency contacts the non-custodial
parent and requests that they try to resolve
the matter. Less than 30 percent of noncustodial parents have required service
of process using this approach.173 These
informational sessions are often followed
by informal hearings. The agency found
it very important to take advantage of
early opportunities when they have the

Colorado recently used a demonstration
grant to test its efforts in Denver and
Jefferson County, a large suburban county.
Like the District of Columbia, Colorado
has a high percentage of low-income noncustodial parents,178 and Denver County is
highly urbanized with a large population of
currently or formerly incarcerated men.179
CSE enhanced its locate efforts, including
asking custodial parents for non-custodial
parents’ cell phone numbers and using
Accurint, an electronic locate system.180
CSE also increased efforts to contact
non-custodial parents prior to the initial

The success of the EPIC program was
impressive. Using a variety of pre-service
outreach efforts, the San Francisco
Department of Child Support (DCSS)
obtained a 70 percent response rate
prior to formal process service, and 88.5
percent of those contacted through all
methods participated in the establishment
process. The EPIC default rate was only
11.5 percent compared to 64.7 percent for
the control group.175
Among EPIC cases,
collections were
15.96 percent higher,
collections on cases
with arrears were 13.55
percent higher and
support distributed to
custodial parents was
5.32 percent higher.176
DCSS, recognizing the
success of the EPIC
program, created a
Source: Karen M Roye, Enhanced Parental Involvement Collaboration
fulltime EPIC team, and (EPIC) Project Final Report, (2005-2006) (Oct. 13, 2006).
all new cases requiring
establishment orders
use the EPIC process. 177
conference via telephone calls and ﬁrst
class mail.181 CSE translated its documents
Reducing Default Orders by Increasing
into Spanish and set up a Spanish language
Outreach. Colorado’s Department
version of its customer service voicemail
of Human Services Child Support
system.182 Agency ofﬁcials were surprised
Enforcement Program (CSE) also wanted
to learn how frequently the Spanish
to decrease the rate at which orders were
version was requested and presume
being issued by default, i.e., without input
that many bilingual individuals, while
or participation by the non-custodial
competent in English, prefer to get their
parent. The goal for CSE was to base more information in their native language.183
of its orders on accurate and current
While other changes to CSE’s voicemail
information, as well as to improve its
system included setting up an automated
image and relationship with non-custodial
notiﬁcation system, the beneﬁts of these
parents.
changes remains unclear.184 CSE also
added incentives to encourage appearance
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full attention of non-custodial parents to
communicate information and establish a
good relationship.174
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in court, such as waiving fees and not
pursuing retroactive support on TANF
cases.185 Colorado attempted to address
the poor perception that parents had about
CSE through education, making changes to
its website, making referrals to employment
training, and establishing a Work and
Family Center to help parents manage
their child support obligations.186
CSE’s efforts have resulted in the reduction
of default orders by more than half,
from 33 percent to 14 percent.187 CSE
discovered that most alleged fathers were
responsive when contacted informally
and seemed to appreciate the personal
contact.188 Anecdotal evidence indicated
that there was some increase in payments
from non-custodial parents contacted in
this manner, though hard data has not
yet been made available.189 In light of the
similarities between Colorado’s CSE and
the District’s CSSD, especially in Denver,
some of the lessons learned there can be
applied in the District of Columbia.
Changing Public and Client Perceptions.
Several years ago, the Child Support
Division of the Texas Attorney General’s
Ofﬁce (CSD) revised its intake and
outreach processes in order to improve
the likelihood that parents would feel that
CSD is a partner and not an adversary.190
Former Deputy Attorney General for Child
Support, Cynthia Bryant, strongly stressed
the importance of using intensive outreach
and information in order to change public
and client perceptions of the agency.191
In her view, the system is not about
establishing orders, but obtaining regular
payments from non-custodial parents. She
believes this is most easily accomplished
through a change in an agency approach
which address the root causes of problems
with non-custodial parents.192
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Texas has therefore conducted broad
outreach efforts; using public service
announcements, newspapers and
brochures to communicate the concept
that child support beneﬁts both parents.193
CSD trains its staff to view non-custodial
parents as part of the solution rather than
the problem. CSD has partnered with
community-based organizations that work
with low-income families and non-custodial
parents.194 As discussed earlier in the
context of alternative dispute resolution,
Texas has initiated a “collaborative
negotiations” process in order to attempt
to achieve agreement on orders prior
to court proceedings. Critical to this
collaborative process is intensive staff
training and customer education.195 Ms.
Bryant stressed that devoting 30 minutes to
one hour with parents is critical to ensuring
that they understand the process and are

willing to cooperate and comply with any
agreements.196 Texas’ view of these changes
is long-term in nature, since changing the
public image of a child support agency
takes time and requires it to focus on the
root causes of its problems.197 Preliminary
results, however, are good. Customer
satisfaction in Texas has increased from a
rate of 51 percent to 63 percent, with an
overall improvement of 24 percent.198

Early follow up to increase payments.
Nebraska’s Health and Human Support
System (NHHSS) conducted a controlled
experiment at its statewide customer
service call center regarding whether
providing information to non-custodial
parents within 30 to 60 days after entry
of a support order had an impact on
payment.200 Though NHHSS had no
contact with the control group, NHHSS
sent to one of the experimental groups
brochures and other materials with
information about responsibilities and
how and where to get additional support.

NHHSS sent these same mailings and
also used scripted phone contact to
communicate with a second experimental
group.201 The results indicated that the
non-custodial parents in the experimental
groups performed better on payments,
including reduced arrears and higher
payments for accumulated debt. The data
supported the conclusion that intervention
had to be early, because after 90 days
had elapsed contact was less successful
due to changed phone numbers, and
because non-custodial parents had become
generally less interested in the child
support process.202

Recommendations
The research and best practices from
other jurisdictions suggest that a customer
service model that squarely addresses issues
of importance to non-custodial parents,
does so early, and encourages voluntary
compliance is most effective.203 It also
suggests that a service delivery model
is more effective than an enforcement
model.204 Improvements in customer
service may lead to “increased information
sharing, improved relationships with the
agency, and increased trust.”205 It is also
of critical importance that the agency
be properly and effectively trained to
implement any new models, as well as retrained on portions of existing models that
are retained.206
i. Create a non-custodial parent services
unit within CSSD.
In order to support children, CSSD should
focus more on providing services to
families, and that includes both custodial
and non-custodial parents. The Mayor,
DC Council, and CSSD should work
together to provide funding to establish
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Providing non-custodial parent-speciﬁc
services within the child support agency.
In Cook (Chicago) and St. Clair (East St.
Louis) Counties, Illinois, non-custodial
parents with children receiving TANF
who are unable to pay child support due
to unemployment may utilize services
provided by the Non-Custodial Parent
Services Units (NCPSU) to prepare them
for employment.199 Participants may be
referred by the Court, by an Administrative
Hearing Ofﬁcer, or through a self-referral
process (although services may be limited
for this category). Each individual is
given an employability assessment to
determine eligibility. Once eligibility
has been established, each participant is
given an individualized service plan and
assigned a Service Coordinator. Based
on the participant’s level of eligibility,
the non-custodial parent may engage
in employment-related services such as
Earnfare, a supervised job search, referrals
to community-based organizations for
employment and training (Cook County
only), or referrals to contracted Welfare-toWork program providers. All participants,
regardless of eligibility, receive information
regarding child support and other related
programs.
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a non-custodial parent services unit at
CSSD. The purpose of this unit would
be to provide information, referrals,
and proactive customer services to
non-custodial parents. This new unit
should be empowered to recommend
and implement changes in the ways
that CSSD contacts and informs noncustodial parents about their child
support obligations, as well as their rights
under the law. Staff from the unit should
work with the Paternity and Outreach
Section to conduct outreach to noncustodial parents and community-based
services that serve the non-custodial
parent population. Staff from the unit
should attend court to receive immediate
referrals from CSSD legal staff and/
or judges and provide, at least, some
personalized referrals based on identiﬁed
need. We recommend that CSSD seek to
staff the unit with individuals who have
experience working constructively with
those who face barriers to employment
such as a criminal history or substance
abuse problems. This unit would be
expected to assist non-custodial parents
in addressing barriers to child support
compliance.
ii. Improve case sorting.
CSSD should review and consider
revising the separation and treatment
of cases in order to target enforcement
techniques and services based on
different types of non-custodial parents.
Low-income, unemployed parents, or
those with sporadic work histories, might
require more intensive resources early
in their case history in order to establish
a more regular pattern of payment. For
further discussion, see Part IV, Section C,
Chapter 1, Improving Management of Child
Support Cases.
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iii. Signiﬁcantly improve functionality of
CSSD’s website.
The Ofﬁce of the Chief Technology
Ofﬁcer (OCTO) needs to work with
CSSD to make urgently needed
improvements to its website. Some can
be easily implemented. For example,
CSSD’s primary address can be changed
to an address which is likely to attract
more “hits” than its current address, www.
cssd.dc.gov. Additionally, having a direct
link on the DC Government’s homepage
is an easy way for the DC Government to
demonstrate the importance of the child
support system. CSSD should also bring
broken links to the attention of OCTO to
ﬁx them quickly.
OCTO and CSSD can also make
substantive changes to the website,
including adding links to all brochures,
forms and other materials in English,
Spanish and possibly other languages.
The current site should be reorganized,
with informative menu options and
links that address what they purport to
address. There should be individual
pages dedicated to non-custodial
parents and custodial parents, as
well as employers. Future changes
should include making individual case
information and management available
online (payment histories, change of
employment and change of address,
and requests for modiﬁcations), as well
as a quicker more efﬁcient link with
employers to address the pace of wage
withholding.
iv. Encourage non-custodial parents
to make initial payments shortly after
orders are entered.
CSSD should devote substantial efforts to
making sure that non-custodial parents

v. Improve written materials.
CSSD should develop improved written
materials to be distributed with process
service, at community sites, in the court,
and at CSSD. These materials should
clearly address the issues affecting parents
and CSSD should ensure that brochures
and other information are disseminated
to non-custodial parents in their native
tongue, using easily understandable
language at a reading difﬁculty level no
higher than sixth grade.
vi. Create videos to supplement the
written materials.
CSSD should create and provide
informational videos about the child
support process, ideally ones that
promote the central role of the child.

These videos can be shown in CSSD’s
waiting room, as opposed to showing
regular television programming.
Informational videos can also be shown
during information sessions for parties
whose cases are due to be heard in court.
Finally, DVDs can be inexpensively copied
and distributed to clients on an as needed
basis.
vii. Expand community outreach.
CSSD should hire more staff to engage
in community outreach. Using media
efforts in both English and Spanish, CSSD
should disseminate its message about the
services it provides and the beneﬁts of
child support for the individuals as well as
for the community. CSSD needs to work
with other agencies to support a pro-child
support message, including disseminating
information regarding the beneﬁts to
children and the consequences to both
non-custodial parents and children from
non-payment.
viii. Improve customer service for
custodial and non-custodial parents.
CSSD should take steps to ensure that
custodial and non-custodial parents are
informed of all court dates, including
those that do not concern required
appearances. CSSD should also
periodically advise all parents of the status
of their cases, provide parents with access
to case updates and attempt to dispel
CSSD’s image as a record keeper that
“doesn’t do anything” by explaining such
processes as the automated locate mode,
which runs quarterly matches with the
Federal Parent Locator System.
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are current from the time payment orders
are entered. CSSD should implement
a process like that used in Nebraska for
following up with non-custodial parents
and for providing information. CSSD
currently assigns enforcement staff to
contact non-custodial parents 60 days
after a late payment. No information was
made available about what proportion
of delinquent obligors are contacted or
how the contact is received by them. In
addition to these enforcement measures,
CSSD should assign staff from the noncustodial parent unit to monitor new
cases, to contact them the ﬁrst time they
miss a payment in order to prevent an
obligor from falling behind, and to assist
with appropriate procedures. CSSD
should also use any contact opportunities
to ensure that non-custodial parents,
understand the order modiﬁcation
process and encourage them to use it
when appropriate.
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2. Unemployed and Underemployed
Non-Custodial Parents

78

“The current system requires less-educated men to meet their child-support obligations
without enabling them to do so, and that is unreasonable. That doesn’t mean we should
lower those requirements. However, we should provide reasonable supports so that
these young men can live up to that responsibility. With the same level of persistence
with which we pursued welfare reform, we should develop effective jobs programs for
less-educated men.” 207
Introduction
Despite increases in paternity
establishment rates, black children are less
likely to receive the child support payments
due to them than their white counterparts.
Economist Ronald Mincy has studied this
discrepancy and determined that racial
differences in child support payment
and receipt can be fully accounted for by
differences in job stability. Nationwide,
young less-educated black men experience
the highest levels of job instability.208 This
is highly signiﬁcant to the District’s child
support system where the child support
caseload consists predominantly of black
families.
Unfortunately, despite well-intentioned
policies like First Source209 and a network
of one-stop career centers,210 DC has not
been particularly effective at moving
DC residents, especially individuals
with barriers to employment, into the
workforce. Even with a growing District
economy, the unemployment rate in DC
runs as high as 15.3 percent in Ward 8
(compared to only 2.3 percent in Ward
3).211 The number of jobs in DC has
grown steadily in recent years from a
1998 low of 613,400 to 691,000 in June
2006. At the same time, the number of
employed DC residents has fallen from a
high of 292,000 in 2000 down to 277,000 in
2005.212 Low-skilled workers face particular
challenges in DC. In 2000, employees
with a Bachelor’s degree or higher held
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54 percent of District jobs compared
with only 28 percent nationally.213 Nearly
half of DC’s children live in households
where no parent has full-time, year-round
employment.214
While it is certainly not the primary role
of the child support system to engage in
workforce development or job readiness
and training activities, the deﬁcits in these
areas clearly affect the ability of the child
support system to perform optimally.
And that effect is felt on a daily basis as
unemployed non-custodial parents appear
in court and their cases are continued
while they are ordered to search for
employment. This occurs in as many as
one-third of the cases for which hearings are
held.215 In addition, it is not known how

many non-custodial parents fail to appear
in court because they know they lack the
means to support their children. Nor
is it known how many custodial parents
fail to follow through in establishing an
order because they know the non-custodial

Federal Mandates
The federal child support system
recognizes the important link between
employment and child support but stops
short of requiring that all parents pay or
work. States are allowed to order a parent
whose child receives Temporary Assistance

for Needy Families (TANF) beneﬁts to
participate “in such work activities…as the
court…or the State agency administering
the state [IV-D] program …deems
appropriate” if the parent has fallen
behind in his payments.220 “Work activities”
are deﬁned according to the rules under
TANF and include a limited amount of
education and training as well as subsidized
and unsubsidized employment.221
The link to employment is further
articulated through a variety of federallymandated mechanisms, the most
signiﬁcant perhaps being mandatory wagewithholding in most circumstances.222
Federal law also mandates creation of State
Directories of New Hires which feed into
the National Directory of New Hires,223
which, in turn, is part of the Federal
Parent Locator Service (FPLS).224 FPLS is
a composite locator resource available to
states that includes all state new hire and
child support registries, as well as address
and asset information available through
several federal agencies. (Medical support
is also intrinsically linked to employment.
The National Medical Support Notice
was designed speciﬁcally to secure
employment-based health care coverage for
children from non-custodial parents who
have such beneﬁts.225 (See discussion of this
issue in Part IV, Section C, Chapter 3: Medical
Support.)
In addition, OCSE has long recognized
the importance of linking Title IV-A
Welfare-to-Work initiatives with Title IVD child support initiatives. OCSE Action
Transmittal AT-00-08 states, in part, as
follows
“Many non-custodial parents
are unemployed or have
low-wage, intermittent
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parent lacks the means to pay.
There is no question that helping noncustodial parents acquire stable, legitimate
employment will increase child support
collections. As a result, the federal rules
governing child support allow for state
spending in this area.216 At the same time,
helping to “smoke out” non-custodial
parents with cash income would also
beneﬁt custodial parents and children.217
In cases where arrears are owed for
children who receive or have recently
received public beneﬁts, parents can be
ordered to pay or participate in workrelated activities.218 Nevertheless, given the
clear relationship between steady increased
employment and increased child support,
the District should focus on the former to
improve the latter. Jurisdictions around
the country, with and without ﬁnancial
support from the federal Ofﬁce of Child
Support Enforcement (OCSE), have
experimented with linkages to job training
and employment services, as well as to
ancillary services like case management
and services to address barriers to
employment like literacy programs and
substance abuse treatment.219 This Chapter
addresses the impact of unemployment and
underemployment on the child support
system, and ways in which the stakeholders
in the child support system – including,
but not limited to, CSSD – can and should
address it.
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employment. Helping these
parents ﬁnd and keep jobs
and increase their earnings is
critical to the well-being of their
children.”226

Challenges in the District
Workforce Development
Whatever individual challenges the underand unemployed population faces in our
community are exacerbated by the state
of the District’s employment services
system. In “Red Tape Ties Up D.C.’s
Unemployed,” published on February 13,
2006, Washington Post reporter Neil Irwin
described the District’s job programs,
which then-City Administrator Robert C.
Bobb characterized as “beyond shameful.”
Irwin reported that 61 government
programs administered by 24 federal and

Source: Brookings Institute, Reducing Poverty in Washington, DC and
Rebuilding the Middle Class from Within, 2007; Tabulation of 2005
American Community Survey PUMS

District’s agencies are intended to assist
District residents to prepare for and ﬁnd
a job, but that the overall job assistance
program is plagued by poor management,
a dysfunctional bureaucracy, a lack of
coordination, and little if anything in the
way of information management systems.
The article also described difﬁculties
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experienced by District residents in
obtaining training through the eight OneStop Career Centers.227
Further complicating the problem for
under- and unemployed parents is the
District’s labor market, which includes
a signiﬁcant demand for highly-skilled
and well-educated individuals and
minimal demand for low- and unskilled
workers. Furthermore, job creation in the
outer suburbs has outpaced District job
development.228 The Brookings Institute
recently reported that the District does
not have a city-wide “strategy to increase
the skills, job readiness, employment
and earnings of less-skilled, un/underemployed residents” that would be geared
toward the region’s growth occupations.229
The report also noted the lack of education
and training in the District, a serious
problem in light of the fact that the “vast
majority” of District residents have
no education beyond a high school
diploma.230 Even more problematic,
the report points out that “[l]ess than
10 percent of DC jobs in occupations
that are most accessible to the least
skilled (food preparation and building
and grounds cleaning maintenance)
pay wages . . . sufﬁcient to put a single
mother with two children above the
low-income threshold” of $31,470
per year.231 CSSD has indicated that
it would enthusiastically partner
with a service- intensive employment
program if one existed in the District.232
The lack of an obvious nexus for these two
systems represents a signiﬁcant failure on
the part of the District to provide for lowincome families.

Aid to Families with Dependent Children,
but stopped well short of providing
equivalent services to custodial and nonStudies have shown that poor children
custodial parents. Unlike AFDC recipients,
– i.e., children eligible for assistance
TANF recipients are not automatically
under the Temporary Assistance to Needy
disqualiﬁed by having a two-parent
Families (TANF) program – typically have
family, and funding is available to states
fathers with below-average earnings and
through TANF to provide limited services
unstable employment histories.233 Not
to non-custodial parents. The Welfare
surprisingly, non-residential fathers with
to Work (WtW) program, authorized
a high income are more likely to provide
under the Balanced Budget Act of 1997,
child support than those with lower
was enacted to complement PRWORA
and help the hardest to employ TANF
recipients as well as non-custodial parents
to get employment, training, and support
services.235 WtW did not serve nearly as
many men as women.236 Ten years later,
the issues that led to the development
of the TANF and WtW programs with
their emphasis on employment are now
being raised speciﬁcally in terms of men,
especially in the context of the current
administration’s Promoting Responsible
Fatherhood Initiative with its emphasis on
incomes, and the most important factor in
determining whether non-custodial parents “healthy marriage.” A recent op-ed piece
in the Washington Post calls for “Welfare
will pay child support is the number
Reform for Men,” a similar combination of
of weeks per year the non-custodial
“help and hassle” or subsidies and demands
parent works. For example, a recent US
reduce the welfare
Department of Health and Human Services that helped signiﬁcantly
237
rolls
for
women.
Whether
or not support
study reported that non-custodial parents
takes the form of a federal government
who worked between 40 and 51 weeks in a
beneﬁts program, the point is that underyear were 7 percent less likely to pay child
support than those employed for a full year, achieving men – and especially those
who face barriers of discrimination based
and non-custodial parents who did not
work at all were 33 percent less
likely to pay child support.234
The Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act (PRWORA
- the legislation that created
TANF) did away with some of
the anti-father, anti-marriage
policy implicit in its predecessor,
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Welfare and Child Support

Source: Not Enough to Live On: DC’s TANF Beneﬁts Are Among the Least Adequate in the
Nation, DC Fiscal Policy, March 14,2006.
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on race and/or criminal history - need
assistance to become the family providers
that the child support system expects them
to be. And providing that assistance will in
turn beneﬁt their children.
The District recently received funding
from DHHS’s Promoting Responsible
Fatherhood Community Access Program
to expand the DC Fatherhood Initiative
(DCFI). That initiative is now in its third
year of providing services. (The ﬁrst year of
funding was dedicated to planning.) From
the outset, the DCFI has had some internal
conﬂict around the issue of child support.
Because the service providers were focused
on the fathers and needed to gain their
trust, they did not want to act in overt
concert with the child support system that
the fathers feared and resented.238 Many of
the service recipients are ex-offenders who
have large arrears and who fear further
incarceration for non-payment of support.
From the federal and local governmental
perspectives, however, the program was
conceived and funded to help fathers
meet their ﬁnancial as well as emotional
obligations to their children. At the same
time, the programs were structured around
abstract program goals and not fathers’
speciﬁc needs. Men are required to attend
a series of general classes on fatherhood
before they can be assisted with housing,
employment, and other basic needs.
Service providers ﬁnd that many men are
not willing to wait that long to get those
basic needs met.239
The child support system has a large
impact on DCFI, both service providers
and recipients. For example, a program
designed to help men establish savings and
a credit history failed because the men did
not want to put money in the bank where
the child support system might seize it.
Service providers make the point that the
Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

men avoid legitimate employment because
so much of their income is garnished that
they do not take home enough to make it
worthwhile.240 Most of the service providers
had minimal information or negative
attitudes about child support, leaving
the fathers to get system information
through informal channels, which also
tend to emphasize the negative. Service
providers and their clients may not be
aware, for example, that the new DC Child
Support Guideline includes a “self-support
reserve” or that an Earned Income Tax
Credit (EITC) is available to help offset
child support payments for employed
non-custodial parents who stay current
on payments. The “self-support reserve”
is a provision of the New Guideline that
provides judges the option of departing
from the Guideline formula when a noncustodial parent’s income is below 133
percent of poverty. The Paternity and
Outreach Section at CSSD has made some
inroads in the responsible fatherhood area,
but more structured and deliberate efforts
are needed.
Rather than coordinating their efforts
in support of their common goals,
TANF, child support, and DCFI are often
functioning implicitly at odds. Women
will sometimes not report to TANF that
their boyfriend/partner is living with
them because they do not want to have
to disclose the additional income, or
they do not want to reveal that they are
involved with someone who has a criminal
background involving drugs (either of
which could affect the family’s eligibility
for TANF beneﬁts). It is also possible that,
though not cohabitating, they are receiving
informal support that they do not want
to jeopardize. Child support ofﬁcials are
required to ﬁle paternity and/or child
support actions against these fathers, which

Best Practices
Court partnership with an employment
program. In Wake County, North Carolina,
Judge Kristin Ruth uses a problem-solving
court model to address chronic nonpayment of child support. The principal
components of the model, used alone
or in combination depending upon the
circumstances of each case, include the
following:
■ Electronic Monitoring/House
Arrest – sanctions that serve as
an alternative to incarceration
for non-payment cases that allow
the non-custodial parent to
continue working or searching
for work while subject to curfews
and other restrictions on activity
and movement.
■ Working For Kids – an
employment program for
non-custodial parents that

provides case management
services and helps non-custodial
parents overcome barriers to
employment. The program is
also ordered as a second phase
for non-custodial parents who
need to complete substance
abuse treatment.
■ Mediation – referrals to
mediation to help parents
work out custody and visitation
challenges that might be
interfering with motivation to
work and/or make support
payments.
Compliance with child support
payment obligations in Wake County
has nearly tripled since the use of
electronic monitoring. Use of
this model has also resulted in an
increase in “purge payments” made
to avoid incarceration or release
from or avoidance of electronic
monitoring, with the attendant
signiﬁcant savings in costs associated
with incarceration.
Wake County is still waiting for speciﬁc
data on the results of the employment
component. In an interview, Judge Ruth
said she believes that work programs are
essential in dealing with child support
enforcement because the non-custodial
parents do not know where to begin.
Under her program, caseworkers are in
the courtroom to help those parents begin
the process immediately. Judge Ruth also
believes it essential to use all available
community services to aid in improving
literacy, increasing levels of education, and
ﬁnding shelter for non-custodial parents.
Judge Ruth makes the decision as to when
incarcerated non-custodial parents are
ready to enter the work program.
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can result in the custodial household losing
this informal support. This undermines
the purpose of child support, which is
intended to make low-income families
more stable and less reliant on public
beneﬁts. DCFI does not encourage fathers
to deal directly with the child support
system to address arrears or other problems
because, in its experience, CSSD lacks the
ability and/or the interest to help negotiate
workable solutions for these struggling
men. CSSD’s solution is to actively pursue
support more aggressively for those
custodial parents who are truly interested
in cooperating – a practical approach that
may implicitly address some of this conﬂict,
but that does little to help a struggling
family become ﬁnancially independent
or help a custodial parent who has been
coerced into non-cooperation by her
child’s father.
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Identifying and addressing barriers to child
support compliance. Virginia’s “Barriers
Project” is a federal Ofﬁce of Child Support
Enforcement-supported initiative that uses
oversight and case management efforts
to focus on nonresidential parents and
their irregular or non-payment of child
support. Non-custodial parents referred
to the Project are those who are ordered
to appear in court for failure to make
child support payments. While there is a
perception that the majority of non-payers
are “deadbeat dads”, the Project found
that some non-custodial parents need
assistance to overcome their “barriers”
to paying support. These parents can
generally be characterized as “willing, but
unable, to pay.” Staff from the Department
of Child Support Enforcement’s (DCSE)
Fredericksburg District Ofﬁce and
the family courts in that jurisdiction
(Spotsylvania and Westmoreland Juvenile
and Domestic Relations Courts) initially
identiﬁed ﬁve common barriers facing
nonresidential parents: visitation, conﬂict
between parents, vocational issues, size

of arrearage relative to income, and
institutional status as a “DCSE customer.”
While the impetus for the Barriers Project
was to bring ability to pay into focus,
by providing selected services to noncustodial parents, DCSE is also advancing
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fatherhood through a community partners’
network. This network includes groups
or organizations that provide parent
education, mediation, conﬂict resolution,
training of incarcerated individuals,
technical training and other educational
opportunities. In February 2006, DCSE
issued an evaluation and ﬁnal report
on the Barriers Project.241 A signiﬁcant
ﬁnding was that non-custodial parents who
entered the program made payments that
were 106 percent greater in the six months
after entering the Project compared to
the six months before entering it.242 In
the ﬁnal period of the Project, there
was a remarkable 823 percent improvement
in payments constituting an additional
$96,262.243 Finally, for each $1 of the cost
if the Project had been continued, the net
annual beneﬁt would have been $3.37 in
additional payments.244
Targeting intensive resources for lowincome non-payers. The Parents’ Fair
Share Demonstration was a national
demonstration project designed by the
Manpower Demonstration Research
Corporation to test strategies for working
with non-custodial parents of children
receiving welfare who cannot meet child
support obligations.245 Parents’ Fair
Share sought to increase the likelihood
of compliance with child support orders
by providing employment, training, and
supportive services. Among the questions
tested through their experimental design
model was whether the ﬁnancial beneﬁts
would be sufﬁcient to justify the resourceintensive programming.
Parent’s Fair Share involved seven mediumto large-sized cities in seven different states.
Enforcement efforts were targeted towards
fathers who were employed and had
resources; job readiness and responsible

Results of Parent’s Fair Share varied
signiﬁcantly from city to city and provided
some important lessons. One site found
that personal contact (staff going out into
the community to hand-deliver reminders
of upcoming hearings) substantially
improved appearance rates246 and provided
insight into the value of using personal
connections to reach low-income noncustodial parents. An additional and
unexpected positive result was that fathers
who had unreported employment were
forced to report it, since they could not
remain employed and participate in the
program.247 This resulted in improved
collection. Another lesson learned is
that the child support agency should be
responsible for partnering and providing
referrals for fatherhood programs to
non-custodial parents identiﬁed by their
income levels and payment behaviors. The
project found that providing intensive case
management services to targeted cases
can be an effective strategy, particularly
for low-income non-custodial parents like
those who make up the majority of CSSD’s
caseload. Not surprisingly, the project
found that fathers referred to the Parents’
Fair Share paid more child support than
fathers in the control group.

Comprehensive statewide system
using technical colleges. The Georgia
Fatherhood Program (GFP) provides
education, training, and job placement
for non-custodial parents with courtordered child support. In the ﬁrst year
of the program, 80% of the 450 obligors
who completed job skills training were
employed and paying child support.248
GFP offers a statewide systematic delivery
of services that enables participants to
contribute to the economic well-being
of their children and the workforce
development of the State of Georgia. GFP
is a comprehensive program of services
which includes assessment, workshops, and
skills training concurrent with employment.
Participants are required to attend Life
Management Skills training and workshops.
Adult literacy, GED preparation, and shortterm training (“TCC”) courses are also
available from the state technical college.
Fast Track to Jobs is also a component of
GFP which was developed in 1998.249 This
effort is a summer program which serves
non-custodial, non-supporting fathers
between the ages of 16 and 21. The sixweek residential program of vocational
exploration and summer work experience
seeks to help participants in developing
self-esteem, responsibility, and pride.
The young fathers are required to attend
school, obtain a high school diploma or
GED, participate in parenting and money
management classes, perform community
service, and cooperate with Child Support
Enforcement.
The largest service provider, the
Department of Adult and Technical
Education, established a fatherhood
program on each of the technical college
campuses throughout the State. Case
managers are an essential component of
the fatherhood programs and provide
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fatherhood programs were provided to
unemployed fathers. These fathers were
identiﬁed through a variety of strategies
including case-by-case reviews of case
records, efforts to match child support
dockets with individuals about to exhaust
unemployment beneﬁts, and Medicaidsupported births in local hospitals. The
referred fathers divided relatively equally
among the unemployed; employed and
able to pay support; living with children;
disabled or incarcerated; had grown
children (should not be paying); or could
not be found.
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a wide range of services and referrals to
non-custodial parents. Those parents can
be in the program from three months to
two years depending on training needs.
Most participants spend an average of four
to six months in the program. During
that time, they are required to satisfy at
least 50 percent of their current child
support obligation. Case managers
track participants monthly to determine
employment retention for 120 days
following completion of the program.
Fourteen child support enforcement
regional fatherhood coordinators
coordinate between CSE enforcement
and GFP services. The coordinators
provide case agents with constant
updates of participant progress through
documentation on the CSE database. Of
the GFP participants, approximately half
found employment and are paying child
support. The program has been funded
through TANF funds and special funding
provided by the Georgia legislature. While
DC lacks a comprehensive community
college program, the model contains some
important lessons for structuring child
support employment programming.
Direct link from child support to
subsidized employment programming.
Child Support ofﬁces in Cook (Chicago)
and St. Clair (East St. Louis) Counties,
Illinois, both have a Non-Custodial Parent
Services Unit (NCPSU) for unemployed
non-custodial parents whose children
receive TANF.250 Participants are assessed,
given an individualized service plan
and assigned a Service Coordinator.
Depending upon the assessment,
participants can be assigned to a number
of different employment and training
programs, including Earnfare.
Earnfare is a 6-month program of training
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for persons with little or no work record.
251
Jobs are based on individual skill
levels, interests, and location. Earnfare
participation is restricted to non-custodial
parents who have children receiving TANF
or individuals receiving food stamps who
volunteer for the program. Earnfare
employers are encouraged to provide
permanent employment for participants.
Participants who receive food stamps
work up to a maximum of 80 hours per
month. The ﬁrst $50 goes to the custodial
parent as child support. After working
the hours needed to cover the value
of the monthly food stamps (up to 26
hours), workers receive $5.15 per hour for
additional hours and can earn up to $244
a month. Participants who do not receive
food stamps work up to a maximum of 57
hours a month. The ﬁrst $50 goes to the
custodial parent as child support. Workers
then receive $5.15 per hour for additional
hours and can receive up to $244 per
month. The funding for the NCPSU is
a combination of State funds and TANF
dollars. State funds are utilized for the
Earnfare program.
Employment program as alternative to
prosecution. “Support Has A Rewarding
Effect” (SHARE) was a pilot program
jointly implemented in Washington state
by the Tri-County Workforce Development
Council (WDC), Yakima and Kittitas
County Prosecuting Attorneys (PA),
and the Yakima Ofﬁce Division of Child
Support (DSC) to assist unemployed or
under-employed non-custodial parents
in securing and retaining employment.
SHARE offered three options to noncustodial parents whose minor, dependent
children were receiving TANF and
who were in arrears on their support
obligations: (1) start paying support,
(2) enroll in a Welfare-to-Work (WtW)
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program, or (3) face possible incarceration. custodial parent was making progress
SHARE targeted non-custodial parents who toward employment and making minimal
had current orders of child support and
child support payments.
were delinquent in their payments.
When non-custodial parents became
The Division of Child Support (DCS)
engaged in the initiative, YCPA staff
identiﬁed parents who had not paid child
worked with them to modify their existing
support during the past 60 days or longer,
and who appeared eligible for WtW
services because they had a child receiving
TANF. These non-custodial parents were
referred to the Yakima County Prosecuting
Attorney (YCPA) for initiation of contempt
proceedings. YCPA set a hearing date
and attempted to serve the non-custodial
parent with a notice to appear in court. If
he failed to appear, he was considered in
contempt of court, and a bench warrant
was issued for his arrest. When a noncustodial parent appeared in court, YCPA
staff explained the SHARE program. The
child support orders to ensure that
non-custodial parent had to meet the terms payment requirements were reasonable.
of his support order (or orders) by paying
In particular, DCS allowed for (1)
child support, or be held in contempt and
establishment of temporarily-reduced
possibly jailed. Non-custodial parents who
payment agreements, (2) reestablishment
were unemployed or who believed they
of payment agreements for default orders
might have difﬁculty meeting their child
that originally were incorrect, and (3) the
support obligations could participate in
possibility of waiving arrears. Support
WtW services to avoid contempt and the
orders could be modiﬁed further based
possibility of jail.
on WtW provider reports and review
hearings.252
The non-custodial parents who agreed to
participate in WtW services were referred
Father Court. DC Superior Court has
to one of the Tri-County Workforce
announced a pilot Father Court program.
Development Corporation’s WtW service
Father Court is based on and has been
providers. There, the referred nondeveloped in consultation with the
custodial parents had access to the same
National Center for Fathering’s program
employment services as other WtW-eligible in Kansas City, Missouri. Kansas City’s
clients. After non-custodial parents were
Fathering Court is a deferred prosecution
engaged in SHARE, YCPA staff continued
program for fathers who are in arrears
to obtain progress reports from the WtW
on their child support payments. The
providers and monitor their child support
DC program is designed differently,
payments. YCPA staff held review hearings because most non-payment cases are not
with the non-custodial parents every 30
charged criminally. It will function largely
to 45 days, or less frequently if the nonas a reentry court for men who are on
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probation or parole who have built up
child support arrearages.
Most of the initial 45 non-custodial fathers
who will participate in DC’s program will
be referred through the Court Services and
Offender Supervision Agency (CSOSA).
Participants, who will be accountable to the
court, will receive job training, counseling,
mediation, and personal ﬁnancial
management training.253 Individuals are
expected to be involved in the program for
approximately two years.
The Father Court initiative is a small but
important ﬁrst step by CSSD and the
court to address the problem of underand unemployed non-custodial parents.
The program should make a signiﬁcant
contribution and signiﬁes a willingness to
collaborate to help this population become
supportive, reliable fathers. In and of itself,
however, the Father Court program is not
sufﬁcient to address this widespread and
growing problem.

Recommendations
i. Collect data and develop responses
accordingly.
As a ﬁrst step in developing a response to
this issue, CSSD should develop reliable
data on the number of underemployed and
unemployed non-custodial parents with
open child support cases. Our estimates
are based exclusively on those parents who
appeared in court for hearings and selfreported that they were unemployed. The
problem is likely signiﬁcantly larger, since
those who are not working in the legitimate
economy are among the hardest to locate
and serve, and would not likely be among
those who were scheduled for hearings.
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ii. Increase and strengthen both formal
and informal collaborative relationships
with community services related to
employment, parenting, and responsible
fatherhood.
CSSD should increase and strengthen
its collaborations with the Workforce
Investment Council, DOES, non-proﬁt
employment support programs like
STRIVE, and the Department of Human
Services’ DC Fatherhood Initiative to
identify programs that would welcome
referrals from the child support system.
CSSD should work with these programs
to identify supportive services and
linkages that CSSD and the court could
provide that could improve child support
outcomes for participants. Among the
approaches to consider are court-ordered
participation, temporary child support
order modiﬁcation, debt leveraging
opportunities, and referrals to mediation
services to resolve family conﬂict over
visitation and custody. Protocols for
referrals and for monitoring cases should
be developed to ensure consistency and
appropriate use of available resources.
The Department of Human Services
needs to actively encourage recipients
of fatherhood grant funds to work in
partnership with the child support system,
and the child support system should
be expected to listen to and work with
these service providers and assist them
in their efforts in bringing economic
and emotional stability to non-custodial
fathers. The interests of these two systems
are fundamentally the same – to help men
become more responsible fathers to their
children, and more responsible partners to
the mothers of their children.
iii. Develop other problem-solving

iv. Conduct outreach about employment
services to custodial and non-custodial
parents.
Information about job training programs
should be included in every outreach to
non-custodial parents, including initial
service of process; this information should
include messages about the importance of
work and ﬁnancially supporting a child,
and how regular child support payments
– even small ones – have emotional and
cognitive beneﬁts for children.254 Noncustodial parents should be given an
up-to-date annotated list of job training
and placement resources and a contact
number at CSSD – ideally a non-custodial
parent services specialist who has been
trained to provide this type of service
- if they need assistance in identifying
an appropriate referral. There should
be no strings attached for making this

information request in order to encourage
non-custodial parents to ask for help.
Custodial parents should also receive
this information since many of them
have ongoing relationships with the noncustodial parent, and may be in a position
of inﬂuence.
v. CSSD should recognize its role as a
stakeholder in the workforce development
system.
The workforce development system in DC
should be a primary target of the Fenty
administration. As the system undergoes
evaluation, serious consideration should
be given to prioritizing non-custodial
parents with child support orders in
available programs. The child support
system should be represented in every
major employment and training initiative
undertaken by the District. Its role as a
stakeholder in this system, and as a voice
for children, should be widely recognized
and respected.
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approaches for use by the court.
As discussed further in the Chapter on
Legal Representation and Collaboration
with the Court (Part IV, Section B), the
judiciary should have a range of options
available for non-custodial parents who
present themselves as unemployed beyond
the order that they return to court with
evidence of 10 job searches per week.
The courts’ efforts need to be focused
on moving unemployed fathers toward
long-term job stability. Contempt of court
orders should be requested for those who
neither comply with the court’s orders nor
report earnings, and a range of punitive
options should be considered and used
as well, including electronic monitoring
and weekend incarceration. These
efforts should be continually monitored
and (formally or informally) evaluated
to ensure they are meeting the needs of
judges and families.
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Introduction
It is widely reported that, compared to
other youth, children of currently and
formerly incarcerated parents are at higher
risk of failing out of school and becoming
involved in the criminal justice system
themselves.255 While no study addresses the
speciﬁc effect of child support receipt on
these children, receipt of child support in
general has been shown to have a positive
effect on academic performance of youth
and the likelihood that they will stay in
school. Addressing the particular needs of
the offender and ex-offender population
within the child support system may be
important, therefore, for the protection of
these children.

grow signiﬁcantly while parents are in
prison.257 It may be difﬁcult to identify and
communicate with incarcerated parents
about their child support obligations and
options, especially if they are not addressed
during sentencing. This can cause many
paroled and released offenders to face
substantial child support obligations
and stiff enforcement actions that may
affect successful re-entry into society.
Additionally, the review and adjustment
process is cumbersome, and responses to
inmate requests are highly variable.

Prisoners and ex-offenders with child
support obligations are both a speciﬁc
problem group for the child support
enforcement (CSE) system and a
microcosm of broader issues in the CSE
system. Research centers at Princeton and
Columbia summarized this point in a 2003
report.
“That incarceration is so
common among non-resident
fathers and … incarcerated
fathers are so much less likely
to pay child support suggests
that less support for children
may be an important negative
side effect of widespread
incarceration.”256

In addressing these issues, a recent
Maryland study had two recommendations:
1. Because of the signiﬁcant
proportion of child support obligors
with an incarceration history, their
child support care characteristics,
and their disproportionate share
of arrears, governments should pay
speciﬁc attention to child support
obligations of the incarcerated.
2. Sustained collaborative efforts
between child support program
ofﬁcials and public safety ofﬁcials
should be undertaken to identify
currently incarcerated non-custodial
parents and to develop appropriate
methods to educate and engage
them in establishing and/or
modifying support orders and in
understanding the importance of
providing ﬁnancial support for their
children upon release.258

Similarly, because most inmates are
parents, many of whom have child
support obligations that far exceed their
capacity to pay both prior to and during
their incarceration, child support arrears

Viewed more broadly, the issues posed by
the prisoner and ex-prisoner populations
are the same general issues confronting
the CSE system as a whole – service
of process, establishment of orders,
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There is, however, a unique “political”
issue confronting attempts to develop
procedures to assist the prisoner
population since incarcerated noncustodial parents are an unlikely
constituency to be viewed sympathetically
by many policy makers and the greater
population. As noted in a study on this
very issue, “rival concerns and public policy
debates raised by incarcerated [child
support] obligors” provide “a host of
practical barriers” to the implementation
of programs for the incarcerated
population.259 Locally, the negative impact
of politics was evident in the Maryland
Senate’s recent failure to pass a debt
leveraging plan to address arrears that
build up during incarceration, despite
widespread support from many community
groups.260 In short, considerable
resolve will be necessary to implement
a meaningful program focused on the
prisoner population, though as is the case
with nearly all the recommendations in this
report, focusing on the impact on children
can serve as a unifying and elevating
political platform.

Federal Mandates
There are not many federal mandates
speciﬁcally addressing how a child support
agency should handle child support
cases with incarcerated parents. Federal
rules allow cases to be closed for noncustodial parents who are incarcerated

for the duration of the child’s minority
if the state determines that no income
or assets are available to pay a support
order.261 The federal Ofﬁce of Child
Support Enforcement (OCSE) also
encourages states regularly to inform noncustodial parents of their right to modify
their orders should they experience a
signiﬁcant change in circumstance, such as
incarceration.262
OCSE issues grants speciﬁcally focused
on developing procedures and
programming to deal with currently or
formerly incarcerated non-custodial
parents. DC applied for and received
one such demonstration grant to improve
its handling of cases involving noncustodial parents about to be sentenced
or currently incarcerated. This is a
positive step, but it is only a start. Overall,
OCSE recognizes that a large number
of parents with child support orders
have a criminal background and many
parents in a prison setting are, in fact,
receptive to outreach efforts. OCSE also
understands the impact the incarcerated
population has on performance measures
and encourages state agencies to develop
policies that address the particular needs
of these parents. While the District does
not have statistics on the exact number of
cases from their caseload involved in the
criminal justice system, it is believed to be
a signiﬁcant portion. Therefore, special
attention is warranted for this large and
particularly difﬁcult population within
CSSD’s purview.

Challenges in the District
To its credit, the District of Columbia
has attempted to address some of the
challenges raised by the large number
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modiﬁcation of orders, treatment of
arrears, and appreciation for “fatherhood.”
Accordingly, focus on child support best
practices for prisoners and ex-prisoners
can also prove helpful in looking at best
practices for the broader population.
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of non-custodial parents in DC who are
currently or have been incarcerated. The
District’s New Child Support Guideline
addresses the modiﬁcation of orders for
incarcerated non-custodial parents.263
When CSSD receives notice that a parent
is incarcerated, it is directed to review the
circumstances of both parents to determine
if modiﬁcation of the existing order
is appropriate.264 Where modiﬁcation
is found to be appropriate, CSSD can
ﬁle a motion with the court. Because
it has not yet developed effective datasharing protocols, however, CSSD is often
uninformed about a non-custodial parent’s
incarceration. In the past, information
submitted to CSSD by non-custodial
parents has not led to formal action
because non-custodial parents are directed
to ﬁle motions for modiﬁcation directly
with the court.
The challenges in DC have been
exacerbated by the large population

Source: Caterina Gouvis Roman, Michael J. Kane, and Rukmini
Giridharadas, The Housing Landscape for Returning Prisoners in the
District of Columbia, The Urban Institute (2006).

of non-custodial parents involved with
the criminal justice system. As noted
by CSSD in its Proposal Under Priority
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Area 1 Modifying Order for the District
of Columbia (Proposal), the District of
Columbia is approximately two-thirds
African-American. In the District, half
of the African-American males between
the ages of 18 and 35 are estimated to be
under the control of the criminal justice
system - either incarcerated, on probation
or parole, out on bond, or being sought
under a warrant.265 According to CSSD,
given the District’s incarceration rates,
one in four of the African American
men in their caseload are or have been
incarcerated.266
Moreover, as noted in the Proposal,
because Congress transferred responsibility
of District inmates to the Federal Bureau
of Prisons (BOP) in 1997 and the District
closed its Lorton Correctional Facility in
2001, many of DC’s inmates are dispersed
throughout the federal prison system. This
arrangement has created a bureaucratic
maze of federal, independent, and District
agencies that deal with DC offenders.267
The system includes four District agencies,
three federally-funded independent
agencies, and six federal agencies, some of
which are part of the Department of Justice
and some of which are independent.268
The District has created the Criminal
Justice Coordinating Counsel (CJCC)
to coordinate the activities of these
agencies. The CJCC is currently focused
on ex-offender re-entry,269 though reports
suggest that District efforts in this area are
hampered by turf issues and a general lack
of capacity in terms of collaboration and
team work.270
One of the federal agencies, Court
Services and Offender Supervision Agency
(CSOSA), provides probation and parole
supervision for offenders sentenced in DC.

Like many child support agencies,
CSSD lacks a programmatic response to
supporting parents who are re-entering
the community following a period of
incarceration. In addition, because DC
prisoners are sent to prisons outside of
the jurisdiction, the re-entry problems
they face are often exacerbated. For
example, because they are far away and
telephone contact can be expensive, noncustodial parents may have little contact
with the child or the custodial parent while
incarcerated. As a result, relationships
may become a source of conﬂict upon
return, and the non-custodial parent may
have a harder time readjusting to the
community.275
CSOSA also believes that child support
arrearages strain personal relations
between offenders and the mothers of their
children, sometimes leading to domestic
violence and often leading mothers to deny
fathers access to their children. CSOSA
believes that if CSSD can encourage
offenders to pay child support or offer
modiﬁcations earlier on, it will reduce
strife in custodial parent/non-custodial
parent relationships.276
Historically, the relationship between
CSSD and CSOSA has been strained. In
CSOSA’s view, CSSD wanted access to
CSOSA’s records to track down formerly
incarcerated non-custodial parents and
aggressively seek payment.277 CSOSA
recognizes that many of its clients owe
child support and that failure to pay can
interfere with their successful integration
in the community. Like other local
agencies that work with low-income noncustodial parents, CSOSA is interested in
ﬁnding non-punitive ways to assist parents
in managing these problems. For several
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CSOSA supervises approximately 19,000
offenders through the jail and court and
receives an additional 2,500 parolees from
BOP each year.271 The problems presented
by these statistics for DC’s child support
system are considerable.
■ Most non-custodial parents fail to
seek a modiﬁcation of child support
prior to or while incarcerated.
■ The absence of income while
incarcerated results in accumulation
of substantial arrears.272
■ There is no grace period upon
release to allow for non-custodial
parents to gain stability following a
period of incarceration.
■ There is no mechanism for forgiving
virtually unpayable arrearages that
accumulate while a non-custodial
parent is incarcerated.273
■ The existence of arrearages results
in the revocation of an estimated
20-30 percent of ex-offenders’
driver’s licenses which often leads
to revocation of probation or parole
(return to incarceration) for driving
on an expired license.
■ The difﬁculty of ﬁnding
employment after release from
prison creates an additional barrier
to the payment of child support.274

Source: Caterina Gouvis Roman, Michael J. Kane, and Rukmini
Giridharadas, The Housing Landscape for Returning Prisoners in the District
of Columbia, The Urban Institute (2006).
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years, CSSD and CSOSA were unable to
overcome their differences. However,
CSOSA and CSSD have recently negotiated
a draft Memorandum of Understanding
(MOU) that provides for data-matching
and a limited grace period from
enforcement for re-entering offenders who
meet certain requirements.278 The data
obtained pursuant to the MOU will help
CSSD track incarcerated non-custodial
parents re-entering the community. Six
months after the parents’ return to the
community, CSSD will seek to modify the
child support order according to the MOU.
The challenge, of course, is that after six
months CSSD may not be able to locate
these non-custodial parents, even if they
are directed to be under the supervision of
CSOSA.279

is concerned that CSSD will not have the
stafﬁng to deal individually with these
cases.281

Notwithstanding the MOU, which
undeniably is a positive accomplishment,
CSOSA remains concerned about
CSSD’s lack of responsiveness to its
population’s needs on arrearages, and
order modiﬁcations/ suspensions.280 CSSD
provided CSOSA a written set of CSSD
policies and procedures indicating the
conditions under which it would refrain
from revoking driver’s licenses. The
conditions include exiting jail within
the past 180 days, participating in an
employment training program, and being
unemployed (if they have documentation
from the DC Department of Employment
Services). However, these policies and
procedures do not address arrearages. For
CSOSA, the success of the collaboration
with CSSD will depend on how ﬂexible
CSSD case managers are in working with
them. CSSD wants to run a daily check
to identify new offenders with cases, and
wants CSOSA to develop a system to ﬂag
the supervisors who have offenders on their
caseload who are carrying arrears. CSOSA

To its credit, the District government
and CSSD have recognized some of the
problems faced by incarcerated and
recently released parents, and have
taken steps to address them. The ExOffender Self Sufﬁciency Act of 2004
requires judges to inquire whether a
person being sentenced to more than 30
days imprisonment has a child support
order in place. The judge must then
offer that individual an opportunity to
seek modiﬁcation or suspension of the
order.284 This approach, however, relies on
the non-custodial parent self-reporting at
sentencing, and in practice the approach
has not worked well.285 Accordingly, CSSD
applied for and received a federal grant
under which it and the Urban Institute will
evaluate the process for modifying child
support orders for newly sentenced parents
and change modiﬁcation procedures
accordingly. CSSD also plans to obtain
information from the court on inmates
who are scheduled for sentencing on
felony charges. CSSD will determine
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Because of privacy and other legal issues
related to CSOSA’s federal status, the two
agencies have not been able successfully to
negotiate the data-sharing agreement, but
have signed a cooperative agreement.282
The current agreement provides
that discretion governing minimum
payments, modiﬁcations of payments, and
reinstatement of driver’s licenses will be
extended by CSSD to offenders who fall
within certain extenuating circumstances.
According to the agreement, CSOSA will
strongly encourage full compliance with
outstanding child support orders.283

There can be no doubt that the burden
of child support is particularly hard on
ex-offenders given how difﬁcult it can be
for them to ﬁnd and retain employment.
For example, in the District, 45 percent of
the offender population is unemployed,
and 44 percent do not have high school
diplomas.289 Without meaningful job
training and job placement assistance,
returning prisoners cannot stabilize in
the community and cannot participate

Source: Caterina Gouvis Roman, Michael J. Kane, and Rukmini
Giridharadas, The Housing Landscape for Returning Prisoners in
the District of Columbia, The Urban Institute (2006).

offenders, though few employers and exoffenders are aware of this program290 and
the child support system currently does not
play a role in linking non-custodial parents
to this opportunity.
Therefore, the 24-month pilot program
for which CSSD received grant funds
from OCSE is essential and timely. This
program, conducted in collaboration with
the Urban Institute, has four goals
■ Develop a better approach
to implementing the order
modiﬁcation law for newly
sentenced offenders..
■ Review orders of obligors already
in prison to reduce the backlog of
cases needing modiﬁcations.
■ Develop a better approach for
reinstating orders once inmates are
released from prison.
■ Develop better communications
with District criminal justice
agencies. 291
In addition, the Proposal contains
an elaborate plan for reaching out to
sentenced non-custodial parents, which
includes mailings, contacting prisoners
still in the DC jail, and traveling to certain
federal prisons with higher concentrations
of DC prisoners. The Proposal does not
offer much explanation of how it will
achieve the last two goals. Nonetheless,
the goals clearly represent movement in
the right direction, and we applaud the
initative and the decision to partner with
the Urban Institute to implement and
evaluate the work.

consistently and reliably in the child
support system.

Best Practices

The District does offer a bond program
that essentially pays companies to hire ex-

There have been many studies of and
papers written about the interrelationship
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which of these offenders have outstanding
child support orders, and provide this
information to the sentencing judge286
who can then take appropriate action in
the courtroom. There has been a form
pro se pleading provided to judges for the
purpose of facilitating the modiﬁcation
process.287 CSSD reports that it will
“continue to look at other ways to meet…
[newly incarcerated parents’] needs,”
including by becoming involved in the
intake and release process at DC Jail. 288
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of child support and incarceration. Most
recently, the U.S. Department of Health
and Human Services (HHS) published a
summary of ten demonstration projects
addressing this issue.292 The HHS
report recognizes unresolved questions
regarding the prisoner re-entry process,
and notes that the cost-beneﬁt analysis
of certain programs needs to be further
developed. However, even with these
outstanding issues, HHS concludes that
“there is sufﬁcient evidence to indicate
that by incorporating a number of
speciﬁc steps into their program, [CSE]
agencies can construct an effective child
support approach to working with this
population.”293 The recommendations
presented later in this section are
consistent with the “speciﬁc steps” cited in
the HHS report.
Suspending existing orders before
incarceration. The 2005 report of the
Re-Entry Policy Council, sponsored by the
U.S. Departments of Justice, Labor, and
Health and Human Services, speciﬁcally
recommends that intake staff at prisons
identify new inmates with support
obligations and encourage inmates to
initiate an order modiﬁcation process.294
Though not speciﬁcally addressed in
that report, the same should be done
in jails. The District’s policy of advising
offenders who face sentences of more than
30 days that they have a right to request
modiﬁcation and providing the necessary
documents to do so is considered a
promising practice in this area. As noted,
however, the District’s approach relies on
the non-custodial parent self-reporting
at sentencing and that approach has not
worked.295 CSSD and Urban Institute
plan to study this problem in order to
improve implementation. Stakeholders
have suggested a number of potential
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causes for the failure of this policy to
deliver its intended effects, including the
need for privacy to discuss a paternity or
child support matter, the state of mind of
someone facing sentencing and the relative
unimportance of child support at that time,
ignorance about child support case details,
and the failure of judges and defense
attorneys to provide adequate information
and support.
Providing child support information
during incarceration. Recognizing that
not all non-custodial parents will move to
suspend their child support orders prior
to incarceration, child support agencies
in Colorado, Illinois, Massachusetts,
New York, Texas, and Washington use
automation to match their caseloads with
the records of prison authorities to identify
prisoners with either general or speciﬁc
child support issues.296 At a minimum,
automated matching assists child support
agencies in locating non-custodial parents
who have not otherwise been located for
the purpose of establishing paternity or
a support order.297 Prisoners who have
child support orders can be notiﬁed of
their right to seek modiﬁcation. Regular
presentations about child support in these
same states are reportedly well-received
by the facility staff and incarcerated
parents.298 To the extent individual prisons
will cooperate, corrections personnel
can be trained on child support issues
and provided with education tools and
forms to distribute to inmates who are
parents. Colorado, Illinois, Massachusetts,
and Texas have taken this approach with
promising success.299
Experience in Los Angeles County,
California, Illinois, Massachusetts,
Hennepin County (Minneapolis),
Minnesota, Washington State, and
Milwaukee County, Wisconsin, suggests that

One unique difﬁculty DC faces is that
incarcerated non-custodial parents from
DC are scattered throughout the country
in the federal prison system. Child
support regulations are determined by
the jurisdiction in which the federal
prison is located, and federal prisoners
are often moved from facility to facility,
making it difﬁcult to keep track of prisoner
addresses. Recognizing this, CSSD’s grant
proposal includes funding for mailings and
visits to prisons with high concentrations
of DC residents.302 Using this approach,
CSSD estimates that it will obtain order
modiﬁcations for over 1,200 incarcerated
non-custodial parents over the next
two years.303 This will be a particularly
noteworthy accomplishment especially if
it can be sustained without future grant
funding. CSSD should be looking at
strategies, like video conferencing, that
can be sustained over time and reach more
offenders at less cost than staff travel.
DC Jail intake managers have expressed
a willingness to make child support a
part of their intake process by advising
new inmates about the child support
process and their right to petition
for modiﬁcation.304 CSSD has not yet
availed itself of this opportunity. The
jail population is often overlooked in
discussions of re-entry, and is largely

overlooked in CSSD’s grant, because jail
stays are often short and many re-entry
issues are not as severe. With its primary
focus on felony offenders, CSSD may
miss a substantial number of offenders
who would be eligible for modiﬁcation
under the Ex-Offender Self-Sufﬁciency
Act of 2004 but whose crime will result in
a sentence in jail instead of prison. While
these offenders will not likely accrue the
same level of arrearages as offenders in
prison, they are equally likely to be poor,
marginally attached to the workforce, and
in danger of falling far behind in their
child support payments. The opportunity
to communicate with them should not be
overlooked as CSSD indicates in its stated
aspiration to “become involved in the
intake and release process at the DC Jail.”
Modifying the expedited order process.
An effective child support policy for
incarcerated non-custodial parents must
provide both an accessible process for
prisoners to seek modiﬁcations of their
support orders and timely responses to
inmates’ requests for review and order
modiﬁcations.305 In Milwaukee, after the
non-custodial parent signs and returns
a modiﬁcation request, and after the
custodial parent is notiﬁed, the child
support agency submits the request to the
court for approval. In order to qualify for
a modiﬁcation, the non-custodial parent
must have a sentence that does not exceed
six months, must not have any substantial
earnings or assets, or be convicted of a
crime against the custodial parent or child
or for non-payment of support.306 A court
hearing occurs only if the custodial parent
objects. Milwaukee found that, while not
everyone accepted the new procedure,
the participants wanted to understand
the child support process.307 Milwaukee
issued 1,000 modiﬁcations and increased
Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System
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communication with incarcerated noncustodial parents improves with simpler,
more user-friendly response tools.300 The
goal should be to permit incarcerated noncustodial parents to establish or petition for
modiﬁcation of an order by checking a box
and returning a form in a self-addressed,
pre-stamped envelope. The more passive
the process is, the higher its chances of
success.301
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its collection percentage by 0.5 percent,
but it struggles to track non-custodial
parents after release. Similarly, Los
Angeles County uses a “passive format”
requiring an objection from either party
to stop the modiﬁcation of the order of an
incarcerated non-custodial parent. As in
Milwaukee, if the custodial parent objects
to the suggested modiﬁcation, the case
goes to a court hearing. In the absence of
an objection, the case is entered into an
expedited court calendar for automatic
approval.308 In only 18 months, Los
Angeles reviewed about 80,000 cases and
modiﬁed 30,000. Five percent of those
modiﬁed were for incarcerated parents,
and many of these orders were modiﬁed to
$0.309 While these numbers appear small,
along with other steps’ they can help bring
about substantial improvements.
Establishing comprehensive re-entry
programs to aid non-custodial parents.
Without meaningful job training and job
placement assistance, very few returning
prisoners can become productive members
of society or be able to participate in the
child support system. The District should
establish a comprehensive prisoner re-entry
program, one component of which would
be helping newly released non-custodial
parents address their child support issues.
A number of jurisdictions have
comprehensive re-entry programs that
include, among a host of other services,
assistance in dealing with CSE agencies.
In Washington State, the Corrections
Clearinghouse works with ex-prisoners
and the child support agency to develop
manageable payment plans for child
support arrears. The goals of this project
are to modify child support orders to ﬁt
the ability to pay, increase the employment
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rate of ex-offenders, and use appropriate
enforcement interventions that lead
to employment rather than recidivism.
310
In Colorado, the Inman Work and
Family Center (WFC), a multi-agency
collaboration, offered employment
assistance along with services for child
support and family reintegration. An
evaluation of WFC notes that rates of
employment and child support payments
rose for those who visited WFC. Noncustodial parents in WFC programs paid
39 percent of what they owed in child
support, compared to 17.5 percent before
they participated in WFC, and those paying
no child support dropped from 60 percent
to 25 percent.311 Despite its success, WFC
has been discontinued due to a lack of
funding.
The Fatherhood Reintegration Project of
Illinois also built a collaboration between
the state CSE agency and the Department

of Corrections to provide child support
assistance, responsible fatherhood classes,
and case management services including
order modiﬁcation, to 187 inmates
in two Chicago-based adult transition

centers.312 Child support staff regularly
made presentations during orientation
sessions to incoming inmates at the jail and
state prison facilities.313 This is important
since modiﬁcations have the most impact
when implemented at the beginning of a
sentence.
The District needs to look no further than
Baltimore to ﬁnd a model comprehensive
re-entry program. In response to a report
issued by the Baltimore City-wide Exoffender Task Force, Baltimore created
a one-stop re-entry center approximately
one year ago. This center was funded by
the Mayor’s Ofﬁce, private foundations,
and the Maryland Departments of Justice
and Labor and served as a career services
center for released inmates.314 The Task
Force identiﬁed child support as one issue
that often impeded re-entry. Accordingly,
Baltimore’s one-stop center includes a
question regarding child support on its
intake form, and a child support case
manager is available to help released
prisoners navigate their child support
obligations. Legal Aid lawyers are available
to help clients ﬁle for order modiﬁcations
in court, and in some cases will represent
them in court. Because most participants
in the one-stop center are on probation
or parole, they often want to resolve
their child support obligations as part of
their probation/parole responsibilities.315
The center provides job readiness and
employment training as well as job search
and placement assistance, services needed
by many recently released inmates.
Baltimore’s Reentry Center opened in
July 2005, and has not yet been formally
evaluated.316 By offering assistance in
employment, housing, education, and
child support obligations, such a model to
help re-integrate prisoners into society is

a valuable tool to combat recidivism and
to assist a large number of at-risk people
deal better with their family and other
obligations.317
Other states are also in various stages of
establishing collaborative approaches to
child support/incarceration issues. Texas
is in the early stages of implementing a
Comprehensive Resource Center to serve
fathers leaving prisons with child support
obligations, and Michigan’s Kent County
has formed a Diagonal Working Group to
implement a family mentoring program for
incarcerated parents.318 Such innovations
highlight the importance of building
collaborations to effectively support the
population of incarcerated non-custodial
parents, and remove barriers to their
successful re-entry.
Reducing the negative impact of large
arrearages through debt leveraging and
arrears forgiveness. Beyond notifying
prisoners that they may modify their
child support orders while they are
incarcerated, there is no doubt that
“[c]hild support obligations compound the
employment and ﬁnancial problems that
incarcerated parents face.”319 The Parental
Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliations Act of 1996 speciﬁes many
aggressive enforcement actions that can be
used against parents who fail to pay child
support, including wage garnishment,
suspension of driver’s licenses, or seizure
of assets. Some prisoner advocates and
re-entry program personnel fear that
those policies may drive paroled and
released parents away from their families
and legitimate employment.320 Because
payment of supervision fees and other
ﬁnancial obligations including child
support can be part of the conditions of
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supervision for many probationers and
parolees, ﬁnancial problems can lead to
revocation and a non-custodial parent’s
return to prison. [See Part IV, Section A,
Chapter 5: Management of Child Support
Arrears.] The Washington State CSE
agency, the Washington Department
of Corrections, and Corrections
Clearinghouse, a re-entry program,
all work collaboratively with former
prisoners to develop realistic payment
plans for child support and arrears.321
Although there is no independent
evaluation of the child support aspect
of Washington’s re-entry program, the
overall approach was evaluated favorably
by the National Institute of Justice and
highlights the importance of addressing
arrears, particularly for the formerly
incarcerated.322 At least one jurisdiction,
Massachusetts, is following the Washington
State model by developing a ﬂexible
policy regarding settlement of arrears for
ex-offenders.323

Recommendations
CSSD has made efforts to improve its
handling of cases involving currently
or formerly incarcerated non-custodial
parents including, most notably, obtaining
the federal grant that should result in
a more efﬁcient process for modifying
orders for sentenced felony offenders.
Still, because this community of parents
represents a sizable portion of CSSD’s
caseload with particularly difﬁcult
obstacles to overcome, and because
children of criminal-justice-involved
parents are especially vulnerable, further
work remains to be done.
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i. Consider the needs of all incarcerated
offenders.
CSSD needs to turn its aspiration into
action by working closely with the DC
Jail and focusing attention on modifying
orders and providing assistance to noncustodial parents who may be repeatedly
imprisoned for short periods. It is
important to devote resources to shortterm jail inmates and assist them while
they are a “captive audience.” Given
recidivism rates, this population is likely to
be in and out of jail and prison. Ensuring
that they receive information about the
child support process and modifying
orders may contribute to their willingness
to secure lawful employment and achieve
stability in the community. Working with
corrections staff will enable CSSD to better
address the needs of this population. Such
non-custodial parents stand to beneﬁt
greatly from such efforts both in their
ability to stay current on their orders and
in ﬁnding stable, legitimate employment.
ii. Provide informational materials to all
sentenced offenders.
Building on lessons learned under its
federal grant, CSSD should work with the
court to assure that its new informational
pamphlet (part of the “Customer Service
Survival Kit”) is provided to every
person sentenced to more than 30 days
imprisonment. CSSD should actively seek
alternative ways to provide the information
in the brochure to prisoners before they
are sentenced in case they are unable
to read it due to illiteracy or language
barriers. The information should be made
available in Spanish, in video or audio
versions, and via personal interview when
necessary.

iv. Increase institutional capacity to serve
this population.
CSSD should train prison and jail
intake personnel, provide them with an
appropriate “script” and/or audio-visual
informational materials, and provide them
the forms that inmates will need to ﬁle for
modiﬁcation.325
v. Educate the judges.
At a minimum, CSSD should consider
meeting with the Chief Judge and
collectively devising a program to educate
judges on their duty to advise prisoners
about their child support modiﬁcation
options.

vi. Create sustainable procedures for
working with inmates at Bureau of
Prison facilities.
CSSD should use its grant funding to
institute a sustainable system for working
with the BOP facilities with the highest
concentrations of DC inmates. While
traveling to the facilities may be optimal,
it seems unlikely that funding will always
be available for that purpose and it limits
access to inmates in a small number of
prisons. Video conferencing or other
technology may be more useful in the long
term.
vii. Implement a debt leveraging program.
CSSD should implement a debt leveraging
program for qualiﬁed non-custodial
parents that offers arrears relief and
provides a possible path forward for this
population. Arrears interfere with family
relationships and successful re-entry. (For
further discussion of this issue, see Part IV,
Section A, Chapter 5: Management of Child
Support Arrears.)
viii. Challenge turf issues and create a
comprehensive re-entry strategy.
The District should establish an
empirically-designed comprehensive
prisoner re-entry program, one component
of which would be helping newly released
non-custodial parents address their child
support issues. The establishment of a
comprehensive program for ex-offenders
requires collaboration among many
agencies, willingness to share both success
and accountability, and a strong political
will to develop an effective approach to
helping a population with little political
power. Taking this step for ex-offenders
will beneﬁt the children of this group of
non-custodial parents.
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iii. Develop user friendly modiﬁcation
materials and procedures.
CSSD should develop communication tools
and order-establishment and modiﬁcation
kits that are “user friendly” for incarcerated
non-custodial parents. The goal should
be to permit incarcerated non-custodial
parents to easily establish or petition for
modiﬁcation of an order by checking a box
and returning a form in a self-addressed,
pre-stamped envelope. The process should
be as passive as possible on the part of
the non-custodial parent. CSSD and the
courts should also develop an expedited
process to approve modiﬁcation requests
from incarcerated non-custodial parents.
One approach would be to implement
a rebuttable presumption like Oregon’s
that incarcerated parents with less than
$200/monthly income can afford no
child support, and provide easy means for
prisoners to modify their orders to stop the
build-up of unpayable arrears.324
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Introduction
Child support is a potentially important
issue for all single parent families,
especially those with low incomes. There
are, however, two further groups whose
needs and experience warrant particular
attention by the child support system in
order to mitigate the challenges they face:
immigrants, especially those for whom
English is a foreign language, and minor
parents.
In addition to the language barriers many
immigrants face trying to access public
services, immigrants also face a variety of
cultural and informational barriers that
prevent them from beneﬁting from child
support services. Both legal and illegal
immigrants often want to understand the
implications that use of the service will
have on their immigration status, and
on the status of the other members of
their families. This is a very complicated
issue and is frequently in ﬂux. While it
is relatively clear, both in immigration
law and OCSE policy statements, that
immigrants can use child support
services without fear that it will result in
deportation or other adverse immigration
consequences,326 many immigrants share
an intrinsic fear of government agencies.
They avoid the child support system
much as they avoid contact with the
police or other government services. In
many other countries, the government
does not provide supportive services, so
this concept can be difﬁcult for many
immigrants to grasp.327 Many immigrants
also have a cultural aversion to government
involvement in family matters.
Teen parents raise a different but equally
important set of concerns. The Paternity
Establishment Program currently makes no
Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

speciﬁc outreach efforts to teen mothers
and their partners, despite the fact that
less than 20 percent of these mothers are
likely to marry their child’s father, and
teen marriages are twice as likely to fail.
Three-quarters of these mothers are likely
to be on welfare within ﬁve years and will
be compelled to participate in the child
support system if they are not already
involved.328 The more time that passes
after the child’s birth, the less likely the
unmarried father is to be actively involved
in parenting, and the more difﬁcult it can
be to locate him. This makes establishing
paternity a particularly pressing issue at
the time a teen mother gives birth. In
addition, the children of teen mothers
are more likely to face a range of social,
economic and health problems, including,
among sons, a higher likelihood of going to
prison and, among daughters, of becoming
teen mothers themselves.329 Involvement
of fathers in the lives of these particularly
vulnerable youth should be a priority
issue on the District’s youth agenda, and
ensuring that teen mothers receive the
child support they need is a singularly
important element of that involvement.

Federal Mandates
There are currently no federal mandates
regarding an immigrant’s ability to receive
child support. However, Congress is
considering legislation that would deny
visas and/or admission to foreigners
who have not paid on a US child support
order.330 Outreach to this community is
therefore especially important, since lack
of trust is often a fundamental barrier to
immigrants’ use of governmental services.
Reliable information about policy and
potential changes in policy should be made
available to the immergrant community.

Challenges in the District
Immigrants constitute approximately
13 percent of the District’s population,
with the largest portion coming from
predominantly Spanish-speaking countries.
Of those DC residents who speak a

Source: 2005 American Community Survey

language other than English at home
(including 52 percent who speak Spanish),
25 percent speak English poorly or not at
all. In addition, 41 percent of Hispanic
adults in DC (which includes both
immigrant and native-born individuals)
have no high school degree, and another
19 percent have only a high school degree
or Graduate Equivalency Diploma (GED).
In other words, the immigrant population
includes a large group of individuals
who face barriers both to using the child
support system because of language, and

to paying child support because of limited
educational and job opportunities.
CSSD’s Paternity and Outreach Unit has
made efforts to recruit Spanish-speaking
staff, and has planned to conduct public
service announcements on Spanishlanguage media. Certain issues, however,
are too complex to be adequately
addressed through public service
announcements. According to community
service providers, CSSD is not willing to
confront complicated cases, such as where
the child lives abroad.332 CSSD routinely
closes cases where the non-custodial
parent lives in a country that does not have
ofﬁcial child support reciprocity status,
despite the fact that no Spanish-speaking
African or Asian countries (from which the
largest portion of DC immigrants come)
are on the list of Foreign Reciprocating
Countries, and the fact that OCSE and the
State Department are prepared to assist
agencies with such cases.333 Immigrant
families’ lives are often “complicated” and
do not ﬁt neatly into the proﬁle of cases
that CSSD typically handles. Additionally,
CSSD does not schedule certiﬁed court
translators for the brief pre-hearing
interview with non-English speakers in
advance.334 Without prior notice, CSSD
requests for translators receive the lowest
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Additionally, there are no federal mandates
specifying variations in how paternity
and child support should be managed
for minor parents. States have complete
latitude in determining whether and how
such policies should be implemented. If
any variations do apply, states are required
to provide the information to teens as part
of the voluntary paternity process.331

Source: 2005 American Community Survey
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priority. Cases with Non-English speakers
must then wait for a translator to become
available prior to having their cases
heard. Given the technicalities of the
legal system, family members and other
non-certiﬁed translators are not qualiﬁed
to ensure that parents’ rights are being
protected and children’s needs are being
adequately addressed, especially in the
absence of legal counsel. If CSSD has prior
knowledge of a translatim need, it must
adequately communicate with the court
in order to avoid penalizing non-English
clients by delaying their case progress.
Further, like many who face employment
challenges, immigrant families are
frequently face great distacks in identifying
and locating individuals and their income
and resources. Unless these issues are
recognized and addressed, encouraging
immigrant families to use child support
services will result in discouragement and
distrust of the system.
The minor parent population in DC
presents another set of challenges. Teen
mothers are less likely to seek regular
prenatal care and are more likely to have
babies with low-birth-weight and other
health problems, which can render legal
issues like paternity establishment a lower
priority. CSSD has contracted with Policy
Studies, Inc. (PSI), a Virginia corporation,
to administer hospital-based services
related to establishing voluntary paternity.
Overall, the program is less successful
than it could be, due to the overburdened,
“burnt out” staff at many of the seven
District of Columbia hospitals that work
with PSI.335 Hospitals often provide
notaries only during standard business
hours. Mothers giving birth during the
weekend may not have notary services
available at all. Given the short length of
most maternity stays, a very short window
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of time exists for contacting patients
regarding paternity.336 When coupled
with the resistance that some hospitals,
especially Sibley Hospital, have regarding
this contact, valuable opportunities may be
lost where paternity could be established
shortly after birth.
These challenges for teen mothers should
be addressed. The Paternity Establishment
Program requires hospitals to provide
information about and an opportunity to
execute a Voluntary Acknowledgement of
Paternity Afﬁdavit to all unwed parents.337
The information currently provided to
all unwed parents is identical, despite
the developmental and socio-economic
differences among them. For instance,
eight out of ten teen pregnancies are
unplanned.338 More teen than adult
mothers experience violence at the hands
of their partners,339 and most have little
experience or understanding of the legal
rights and responsibilities of parenthood.
Consequently, these mothers and
fathers must be provided with sufﬁcient
information and support to make decisions
about their future. Further, and perhaps
more importantly, DC law is silent on the
issue of minors signing voluntary paternity
acknowledgements, which are legally
binding contracts. The New Child Support
Guideline gives judges latitude to depart
from the guidelines when dealing with
minor parents, but, of course, not all teen
mothers have partners who are equally
young and not all teen parents enter the
child support system while still teens.
CSSD has responded positively to
requests by local teen prenatal care
providers and other service providers
for more information about paternity
acknowledgement policies and practices.
These efforts to date, however, have been

Best Practices
Making Spanish-language information
easily available. As part of Colorado’s
effort to increase contact with noncustodial parents,341 a child support agency
translated its documents into Spanish
and established a Spanish-language
version of its customer service voicemail
system.342 Agency ofﬁcials were surprised
at how frequently the Spanish version
was requested and concluded that many
bilingual individuals, while competent in
English, prefer to obtain information in
their native language.343
New Mexico has a policy requiring that all
program literature be available in Spanish
and English.344 New York City similarly has
made all printed child support information
available in both languages and includes
both English and Spanish versions in all
mailings, including monthly statements, as
well as all due process notiﬁcations.345
Increasing the pool of available translators.
Texas created a Child Support Volunteer
Program in which it recruited bilingual
volunteers to provide translation services

for child support customers. The state
partnered with its workforce development
system and local business schools
and universities to train volunteers as
professional translators.346
Conducting outreach through programs
that serve immigrant communities. Also
in Texas, Spanish-language presentations
were made at a variety of community
service sites that serve the potential child
support service population, including Head
Start, and Women Infants Children (WIC)
program sites. Texas child support services
also encouraged outreach to business
leaders and others with inﬂuence in the
Latino community.347
Extending the time period to rescind
paternity acknowledgement for minor
parents.
All paternity acknowledgement procedures
allow a rescission period, after which
the contract is binding and can be
rescinded only for a very limited set of
reasons, such as fraud. Many states, such
as Delaware and California, allow those
who sign paternity establishments as
minors to extend the rescission period
to 60 days after they turn 18, rather than
60 days after signing the document.
Illinois allows minors six months after
they reach majority or are emancipated
before their paternity acknowledgement
becomes binding. These options allow
the jurisdiction to take full advantage of
hospital-based paternity programming,
while still recognizing the minors’ unique
legal status and vulnerability. Presumption
of paternity can still be assumed using a
paternity acknowledgement document if
it is needed for any civil matter. In order
to remove any disincentives to signing,
California prohibits the use of voluntary
acknowledgements in criminal matters (i.e.,
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essentially reactive rather than proactive,
and cannot be considered an afﬁrmative
effort to provide essential information and
services to teen parents. More recently,
CSSD has created a Paternity Establishment
Work Group, which is “aware of the
issues that paternity acknowledgement
raises when either parent is a minor.”340
Research suggests that these issues should
be addressed explicitly in the law. Setting
effective policy and working effectively with
teen parents will be essential to ensuring
that DC’s most vulnerable children are
receive a more promising start.
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the paternity acknowledgement cannot be
used as evidence of statutory rape).

Recommendations
i. CSSD and the Courts should hire
additional Spanish-speaking staff and
translators.
There are currently eight Spanish-speaking
staff at CSSD, including two attorneys and
six operations staff. CSSD intends to hire
two more Spanish-speaking staff as part of
a new customer service initiative for walkin clients. To properly serve the District’s
increasing Latino population, CSSD should
hire additional Spanish-speaking intake
and other staff. When such staff are not
available, or when a Spanish-speaking
person appears in court, translators should
be readily available. The courts should
assess their need to increase translator
capacity so that non-English speakers are
not unduly inconvenienced by long waits or
subject to the problems inherit in informal
translation services provided by family or
friends. CSSD should work with the court
to document whether there is greater need
than is currently serviceable.
ii. Make all written materials available in
Spanish and English.
The largest language minority in the
District consists of Spanish speakers.
Therefore, CSSD and the courts should
develop a plan to prioritize the translation
of essential documents into Spanish.
This would include both descriptive and
informational materials as well as due
process materials. CSSD should draft
brochures and other pertinent documents
in Spanish and should consult with
Latino community leaders to ensure these
informational documents address the
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concerns of Latino families. Documents
should be translated into additional
languages as feasible, and as immigrant
populations change.
iii. Conduct outreach to the Spanishspeaking community.
CSSD representatives should attend
community meetings and run public
service announcements directed to the
Latino community. CSSD should ensure
before doing so that it is prepared to
address the needs and concerns of the
community in appropriate and resourceful
ways, and should integrate the concerns
of the immigrant community into its work
with low-income and unemployed noncustodial parents.
iv. DC’s Paternity Establishment Program
should address the speciﬁc needs of teen
parents.
CSSD, its paternity program contractor, and
the Paternity Establishment Work Group
need to design an effective approach
for reaching teen parents, and work
with hospital staff and prenatal clinics to
appropriately educate teen parents on the
importance of paternity acknowledgement,
as well as the protections available to teens
who are victims of abuse. Information
about paternity acknowledgement and
child support should be made available at a
variety of community locations where teens
gather or receive services.
v. Make genetic testing readily available for
teen parents.
Teens should be encouraged to undergo
free genetic testing rather than signing
acknowledgements of paternity. If the
voluntary acknowledgement process is
intended to be safe and meaningful for
teen parents, teens should be educated

voluntary acknowledgements of paternity
in criminal actions for statutory rape. (For
a model statute, see California Family
Code §7577.)

vi. DC Council should pass legislation
that speaks to the rights of teens who sign
voluntary acknowledgements of paternity.
The District should pass legislation that
addresses both the speciﬁc programmatic
variations that should be put in place in
the Paternity Establishment Program,
as well as procedural protections. We
recommend that free genetic testing
be made available when the mother or
father is a minor, and that the rescission
period for voluntary acknowledgements be
extended to 60 days beyond the mother’s
or father’s eighteenth birthday. We
disfavor mandatory involvement of the
teens’ parents, such as requiring parental
approval or cosignature to validate a
voluntary acknowledgement. Further,
we recommend excluding the use of

vii. Invest in the relationships and future
earning potential of teen parents.
Judges and CSSD attorneys, using the
latitude provided in the new guidelines,
should work with teen non-custodial
parents to establish payment habits, even
if minimal, and to work toward a secure
economic future, even if it means lower
payments for the short term. They should
also ensure that teen mothers and fathers
understand the fundamentals of good coparenting, and should make referrals to
counseling and mediation as necessary to
ensure that teens can work together for
the beneﬁt of their children.
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about alternative means of establishing
paternity and discouraged from
interpreting the genetic test process as a
challenge to the integrity of either parent.
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“Child support arrearages have become an issue of increasing public policy
concern. This concern reﬂects the magnitude of such arrears, the growing
awareness of the complex factors that contribute to arrears accumulation, and the
possibility that arrears may have detrimental impacts on child support agencies,
non-custodial parents, and custodial parents and children.”348

Every jurisdiction struggles with the
problem of child support arrears. They
have been the focus of considerable expert
analysis and a number of noteworthy
projects in jurisdictions other than the
District. In the United States in 2005,
non-custodial parents owed over $106

billion in past due child support (and
interest).349 Contrary to the popular image
of the “deadbeat dad” who avoids paying
his support despite sufﬁcient income,
the obligors of child support arrears are
overwhelmingly low-income fathers.
Another popular assumption is that child
support arrears are owed primarily to the
custodial parent’s household. In fact, states
vary in the amount of debt owed to the
custodial parents, from a low of 25 percent
to a high of 90 percent, with the remainder
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owed to the government as reimbursement
for public beneﬁts.350 On average, about
half of all arrears are owed to families and
half to the government.351 CSSD has not
provided data to indicate what percentage
of DC’s $378.6 million in arrears is owed to
the District and what percentage is owed to
households.

Arrears directly affect the key performance
indicators for child support programs
given that states are evaluated based on the
percentage of arrears cases that are paying
toward those arrears.352 In addition, there
is growing concern over the “unintended
consequences” of large state-owed arrears
balances – “obligors may be discouraged
or deterred from paying any support at
all, may disappear from the legitimate
economy, and may disappear from their
children’s lives as well.”353 Even though
the Project team did not have speciﬁc
data on the characteristics of the District’s

Federal Mandates
Based on the 1986 Bradley Amendment to
the Social Security Act - which was further
modiﬁed in 1996 under the Personal
Responsibility and Work Opportunity
Reconciliation Act or PRWORA (42 U.S.C.
§666(a)(9) - states may not retroactively
modify child support orders. Intended
to prevent state courts from unilaterally
reducing the amount an obligor owed to
the custodial parent for child support, this
provision requires that child support debt
be treated as a judgment by operation
of law and be subject to all state laws
concerning judgments. One implication
of this provision is that child support debt
can be forgiven, reduced or cancelled only
by the person or entity to whom the debt is
owed.
The distinction between retroactive
modiﬁcation (prohibited) and debt
forgiveness or reduction (allowed) has
been clariﬁed by the Ofﬁce of Child
Support Enforcement in a number of
Policy Interpretation Questions or PIQs.
PIQ- 99-03, for example, states:
[A] State could accept less than the
full payment of arrearages assigned
to the State on the same grounds
that exist for compromise and

settlement of any other judgment in
the State…. We encourage caution
not to confuse compromising
arrearages with the statutory
prohibition against retroactive
modiﬁcation of arrearages….
Retroactive modiﬁcation of
arrearages occurs when a court or
administrative body takes actions
to erase or reduce arrearages that
have accrued under a court or
administrative order for support.
In effect, retroactive modiﬁcation
of arrearages alters the obligor’s
obligation without the concurrence
of the obligee (or the State
assignee) and is expressly prohibited
by section 466(a)(9)(C) of the Act
and 45 CFR 303.106. 357
Federal policy encourages the prevention
of debt in the ﬁrst place, but recognizes
arrears forgiveness as an integral part of
an effective approach to working with lowincome non-custodial parents. PIQ-0003, September 14, 2000, addressing State
IV-D Program Flexibility with Respect to
Low Income Obligors, recommends that
states examine their policies to determine
whether they contribute to nonpayment.
■ States can have minimum orders but
they must be rebuttable.
■ States are not required to establish
retroactive support obligations in
public assistance cases.
■ States can take steps to reduce the
number of cases in which income is
imputed.
■ States can adopt policies that
facilitate rapid review and
modiﬁcation when appropriate.
■ States have discretion to
compromise child support arrears,
penalties and interest owed to
the state.
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child support debtors,354 reference to
recent studies in other jurisdictions may be
instructive. One national study shows that
70 percent of child support debt is owed
by non-custodial parents earning less than
$10,000, and a California study found the
comparable ﬁgure in California to be 60
percent.355 Both these studies suggest that
most child support debt is uncollectible.
This ﬁnding undoubtedly holds true for
the District, where only four percent of arrears
were collected in 2005.356
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Debt leveraging – the strategic use of debt
forgiveness to encourage compliance with
a current order - received particular support
from former OCSE Commissioner Sherri
Heller in a 2004 speech to the National
Child Support Enforcement Association.
Commissioner Heller noted that most
child support debtors are low-income
individuals and that “even the most creative
automation tools can’t ﬁnd money that’s
not there.”358 She called debt leveraging
“just one example of this larger theme I’m
trying to get across, about ensuring that all
of our customers feel that the system is just
and sensible.”359

Challenges in the District
Although the District has some practices
that tend to prevent unpaid arrears, as
well as certain mechanisms to manage
arrears, the District has not yet adopted
a comprehensive policy towards arrears
management. Speciﬁcally, the District does
not gather or analyze arrears data on the
characteristics of child support debtors
in order to support a strategy that would
identify the most collectible arrears; and,
with the exception of a one-time amnesty
program due to be repeated in 2007,
the District has relied almost exclusively
on punitive arrears enforcement, rather
than tying payment of owed support to
positive behavior, such as participation in
family and job training programs (“debt
leveraging”). In other words, the District
has employed a “stick” approach in trying
to collect largely uncollectible child
support debt, and has ignored the “carrot,”
which could result in a societal beneﬁt
and have the advantage of getting arrears
off the District’s books. Recently, CSSD
announced plans for a program called
‘Fresh Start’ to provide debt-forgiveness in
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exchange for lump sum payments toward
arrears, though details are not available.

Prevention: Initial Orders and
Modiﬁcations
Signiﬁcantly, DC does not engage in some
of the practices known to produce high
arrears.360 In the District, few default
orders are used,361 and retroactive support
is not ordered in TANF cases; they are
ordered only on a very limited basis in nonTANF cases, and rarely beyond ﬁve years
(though support is always retroactive to
the date of ﬁling).362 Further, retroactive
support was recently limited to two years
with limited exceptions.363 Also, use of
the New Guideline (including the new
self-support reserve), and a relatively low
minimum order of $50, generally assist
in establishing reasonable initial support
orders.364 The District is also one of
several states that does not charge interest

on arrears, which keeps arrears from
mounting further, but which, according to
some experts, creates its own disincentive
to paying support obligations on a timely
basis.365
The District fails to use modiﬁcation of

as anticipated, and CSSD has recently
received a grant from OCSE to design
and implement improvements in those
procedures. As discussed elsewhere in
this report (see Part IV, Section A, Chapter
3: Incarcerated Parents and Ex-Offenders), to
the extent that incarcerated individuals
account for a substantial portion of
accumulated arrears – something the
Project Team suspects but cannot conﬁrm
given the absence of data provided during
our study – we support the District’s and
CSSD’s efforts to ensure the suspension
and/or modiﬁcation of support orders
during incarceration and for some
period of time after release as this fragile
population reenters the community, the
workforce, and their children’s lives.
For all low-income obligors, however,
and especially those whose employment
status tends to change frequently, a
quick and user-friendly modiﬁcation
process is essential to keeping arrears
from accumulating. The current system
is signiﬁcantly less friendly to noncustodial parents.368 CSSD should do
more to promote and support downward
modiﬁcations when ﬁled and when
appropriate.

Arrears Management
According to some observers, CSSD
routinely challenges any request for
downward modiﬁcation no matter how
reasonable. CSSD claims that it ﬁles
oppositions to downward modiﬁcation
motions in order to preserve the
government’s right to a hearing and to
ensure that the non-custodial parent
provides appropriate evidence.367 A recent
law intended to facilitate the modiﬁcation
process for criminal offenders sentenced
to 30 days or more has not resulted in
nearly as many modiﬁcation requests

When, despite prevention efforts, arrears
do accumulate, it is important to have
a strategy to address them. Federal
regulations provide a variety of mechanisms
for this. The District currently allows for
enforcement of support orders through
several means:
■ Liens against real and personal
property;
■ Interception of lottery prizes;
■ Denial of issuance or renewal of
car registration, driver’s license,
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child support orders sufﬁciently as a tool
for preventing arrears. Upon request,
CSSD provided data only on upward
modiﬁcation requests. Accordingly,
there is no clear picture of how many
downward modiﬁcations are requested
based on changes in non-custodial parent
circumstances. According to CSSD, during
the month of March 2007, the court heard
247 requests for modiﬁcation, 57% of
which involved a reduction in support,
either due to downward modiﬁcation,
suspension, termination, or dismissal.
Because of how these data are aggregated,
it is unclear how many reductions are
related to changes in employment
versus incarceration, emancipation of a
child, or other case changes. Requests
for downward modiﬁcation by the noncustodial parent need to be ﬁled through
the court, whereas custodial parents can
make such requests directly to CSSD. Noncustodial parents who communicate their
circumstances directly to CSSD can be
disappointed to learn that the notice they
provided had no actual impact on their
case. In general terms, modiﬁcation of
child support orders is an underutilized
option, particularly by low income
obligors.366
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professional or business licenses;
■ Suspension of passports;
■ Collection from state and federal
income tax refunds;
■ Reporting to consumer credit
reporting agencies of overdue
support of $1,000 or more;
■ Publishing information “using any
media” about an obligor’s support
obligation of overdue support of
$2,000 or more;
■ Attachment of the following assets:
unemployment and worker’s
compensation payments, judgments
and settlements, assets held in
ﬁnancial institutions, and public and
private retirement funds, and;
■ Criminal and civil contempt.
Under the heading of “enforcement/
collection methods,” CSSD’s website
cautions that failure to pay child support
can result in many of the punitive
consequences listed above. CSSD has also
published separate pamphlets entitled
“Passport Denial” and “Administrative
Offset and Tax Refund Offset.” And in
its “Client Roadmap” materials, CSSD
indicates that child support enforcement
is “automatic” when arrears reach a certain
amount: “the automated system will initiate
enforcement actions – license revocation,
referrals for tax refund intercept programs,
reporting to credit bureaus, and passport
denials.”
Obligors who have fallen behind in their
support payments are unlikely to be
encouraged by these materials to meet with
CSSD to pursue a satisfactory resolution,
short of payment of the full arrears
amount. Indeed, they may fear contact
with an agency that has the power to
suspend their driver’s license or take other
punitive action. The same fears, whether
well-founded or not, may cause the non-
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custodial parent to avoid contact with the
custodial parent and, by consequence,
the children, or to pursue “off the books”
employment, further leading to low paying
jobs and little job security.
Forgiveness of arrears by CSSD has been
ad hoc, that is, not based on any particular
published criteria and not apparently tied
to speciﬁc objective criteria or programs
that would serve either to reduce arrears
in the future or to further other public
policy goals, such as job training and
strengthening family bonds. CSSD’s
reasons for not offering debt forgiveness
was that forgiveness rewards non-payers,
and that non-custodial parents may hold
out on child support in the hope of getting
a better deal in the future. The premise of
such a concern, however, is that obligors
are unwilling rather than unable to pay,
which is not always true. Much if not most
of the debt is simply uncollectible, and
debt forgiveness can be targeted to the
lowest income obligors. As noted, debt
forgiveness can also be “leveraged” to a
“cost” such as attending job training to
enhance future economic capacity.
CSSD now reports that it is in the ﬁnal
stages of developing a debt-leveraging
program called Fresh Start.369 The
program will aim to collect lump-sum
payments toward non-TANF arrears
(money owed to the custodial parent) in
exchange for forgiveness of TANF arrears
(money owed to the District). Lump-sum
payment programs, however, favor those
with some substantial income or resources,
which does little to assuage those who
consider debt-forgiveness a reward for past
non-compliance. For those unable to make
lump-sum payments, Fresh Start proposes
debt reduction in exchange for consistent
payment histories. No further details

prove a substantial improvement over past
practice, which involved ad hoc decisions
by CSSD’s Director regarding whether
some or all of an obligor’s state-owed
arrears should be forgiven.
In addition to the proposed debtleveraging program, the District has
participated in a child support amnesty
program with Virginia and Maryland,
offering assurance of non-prosecution and
deferral of other enforcement measures
during the two-week amnesty period. The
program, which ran for two weeks in 2005,
netted approximately $200,000 in arrears
from among 1,600 non-custodial parents
who participated in the program, or on
average $125 per obligor. This program
did not include arrears forgiveness or
debt leveraging. There are plans to hold
another amnesty program in 2007.
As noted earlier, the District regularly falls
below the national norm in terms of both
the average support collection rate and
the number of cases where some support
was paid by all obligors. The District’s ﬁve

ﬁscal year average from 2000-2004 was
48.31 percent for support collections versus
a national average rate of 56.88 percent;
and while the national average for cases
in which some support was paid was 69.16
percent, the District average was only
51.20 percent.370 It does not appear that
the District has data available on why the
District’s non-custodial parents have such a
high percentage of arrears, except perhaps
the low-skill levels and high levels of job
instability among the IV-D population. Nor
were any data made available on whether
any enforcement tools have been used with
greater success than others.
We do not know, for example, the
following:
■ How much of the arrears debt is
owed by incarcerated individuals
whose support obligations should
have been suspended.
■ How much “old debt” is represented
in the overall arrears ﬁgure – the
California Collectibility Study posits
that older debt is less likely to be
collected than recent debt, and that
collectibility dropped “signiﬁcantly”
after the ﬁrst year.371
■ What percentage of arrears is held
by what percentage of debtors
– the California Collectibility Study
showed that 28 percent of the
debtors owed 72 percent of the
overall debt.372
■ The percentage owed by nonresidents. The California
Collectibility Study found that it is
generally more difﬁcult to collect
from individuals who live in another
state.373
■ Whether suspension of licenses or
any other enforcement tool results
in payment of arrears or encourages
keeping current with support
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were made available, including how many
obligors would be eligible or what criteria
would be used, but such a program would
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obligations. (License suspensions
can impact an obligor’s ability to
work, and we suspect that many of
those whose licenses are targeted
may not have valid licenses to begin
with.)374
Without data showing what works and what
does not work among the population of
obligors in arrears, the District can have
little conﬁdence that any of the existing
enforcement methods will yield better
results in the future.

Best Practices
Federal law gives states ﬂexibility
in devising policies to prevent the
accumulation of arrears and to enforce
support orders.375 Several jurisdictions,
most notably Colorado, Maryland,
and Minnesota, have instituted pilot
programs designed to address both the
prevention of child support arrears and
the management and compromise of
existing state-owed debts. Studies have
identiﬁed several strategies to prevent
arrears, including (i) minimizing default
orders, (ii) developing easily accessible
and understood materials, (iii) making
orders realistic through better Guidelines
for low income obligors, (iv) limiting
retroactive support orders, (v) monitoring
cases and addressing quickly emerging
non-payment matters, (vi) strengthening
enforcement, and (vii) increasing review
and modiﬁcation of orders.376
These are all worthy strategies, many of
them addressed elsewhere in this Report,
e.g., Part IV, Section C, Chapter 1: Case
Management, Part IV, Section A, Chapter
3: Incarcerated Parents and Ex-offenders.
However, special attention should be paid
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to the Colorado, Maryland, and Minnesota
pilot programs for the management
of the existing arrears because they
address today’s immediate problem – the
$100+ billion in existing debt that may
well have the perverse effect of driving low
income obligors away from the child support
system, away from steady employment, and
away from their children.
Debt forgiveness in exchange for 10
consecutive current payments. 377 The

Colorado project permitted forgiveness of
child support arrears after 10 consecutive
monthly payments toward current support
and/or negotiated arrears payment.
Individual counties established their own
detailed programs, including the amount
of arrears that could be forgiven. The
evaluators of the Colorado Program
concluded that the pilot program may not
have changed the behavior of non-paying
participants, but that increased earnings
and employment were better predictors of
participation and success. They therefore
recommended that debt forgiveness be tied
to employment and training opportunities.
Debt forgiveness in exchange for 12
consecutive payments.378 Under the

Minnesota program, state-owed arrears
could be entirely forgiven upon the making
of 12 consecutive regular child support
payments. The program was evaluated
to have a 24 percent success rate (i.e.,
about one in four participants successfully
completed the program). The evaluation
also found, inter alia, that “[t]hree factors
. . . predict[ed] the success or failure of a
participating non-custodial parent. The
higher a non-custodial parent’s income,
the more likely he/she is to succeed. The
higher the amount of arrears that can

Incremental forgiveness to targeted low
income obligors.380 The Maryland program

offered selected non-custodial parents with
State-owed arrears the opportunity to have
their arrears forgiven if they participated
in job training and employment programs.
One-quarter of an individual’s State-owed
arrears were forgiven after completion of
the job training/employment program;
then, one-quarter of the remaining arrears
were forgiven for each six-month period of
timely support payments, with a maximum
of ﬁve years to achieve the four periods of
payment. The evaluation of the Maryland
program concluded that payment of
child support may be more dependent
on income and employment than the
incentive of having arrears forgiven, but
it emphasized that “participants did work
more, earn more, and pay more in current
support than was forgiven in arrears.”381

Recommendations
i. Develop and implement an arrears
management policy that is consistent

with what is known about the DC arrearscarrying population.
The impact of high arrears on the
compliance behavior and family
relationships of child support-involved
families is too great to manage the problem
on an ad hoc basis or within the limits of
an arrears-speciﬁc program. CSSD needs
to establish an arrears policy that includes
prevention, collection, and forgiveness
when appropriate and when designed to
leverage debt into better outcomes for
custodial parents and children. As further
data are generated to identify in greater
detail the characteristics of the arrears
population, the policy should be adapted
accordingly. For now, programmatic efforts
should be undertaken according to current
best procedures about working with lowincome obligors.
ii. Review and modify the order
modiﬁcation process.
The court and CSSD should work together
to design a quicker and more easily
accessible order modiﬁcation process.
At the very least, the process should be
the same for custodial and non-custodial
parents, and equally likely to produce
upward or downward modiﬁcations.
Information about the circumstances
under which an order might be eligible for
modiﬁcation and the process for initiating
a modiﬁcation request should be clearly
spelled out in written materials targeting
both custodial and non-custodial parents,
and on the court’s and CSSD’s websites.
iii. Create a debt-leveraging program.
CSSD has indicated that it is in the early
stage of developing a debt leveraging
program. We applaud this step and
recommend that the program be
developed as one means of managing
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be forgiven . . . , the more likely . . . [a
non-custodial parent] is to succeed. The
lower the required monthly child support
payment, the more likely a non-custodial
parent is to succeed.” 379
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arrears. The program should strive to
balance the competing interests inherent
in such a policy: rewarding past noncompliance versus eliminating obstacles to
current future compliance. The features
of the program should take into account
the three pilot programs mentioned
above. Those programs led to speciﬁc
recommendations, which, although stated
differently in each evaluation report,
are remarkably similar. We recommend
that the Fresh Start program include the
following components:
■ Inclusion of job training and
employment services, and possibly
other social services such as
fatherhood classes, as part of the
arrears forgiveness program.
■ Close collaboration, cooperation
and mutual buy-in of all
participating agencies, i.e., the
child support agency, the training/
employment programs, the court,
etc.
■ Close monitoring of the obligors,
and perhaps assigning speciﬁc
child support staff to the arrears
forgiveness program. Staff
sensitivity to a population that is
undereducated and underemployed
is important.
■ Development of well-considered
and clearly stated eligibility rules
and enrollment forms.382 Income
and assets should be investigated
to ensure that only qualiﬁed noncustodial parents are enrolled.
■ Consideration of the impact of
enforcement actions, e.g., driver
license revocation, tax intercepts,
etc., on the ability of the participants
to succeed in the forgiveness
program, and elimination of any
unnecessary obstacles to success.

Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

■

■

■

■

Stated differently, participants would
need to receive a guarantee that
other enforcement mechanisms
would be deferred, if not altogether
extinguished, for those who are
successful participants in the debt
leveraging program.
Inclusion of an evaluation process. .
This should include a determination
as whether debt forgiveness is offset
over time by collections, and which
elements of the program would
appear to be offering the greatest
beneﬁt in terms of future compliant
behavior.
Tying eligibility criteria to an
objective income measure, such as
current income as percentage of
poverty. This would ensure that
the program targets those with the
greatest difﬁculty in making regular
child support payments, and stands
the chance of offering beneﬁts to
some of the lowest income families.
Programs that rely on lump sum
payments are not well adapted to
low-income populations.
Advising custodial parents when
a non-custodial parent has been
identiﬁed for the program, and
giving them a right to object to the
non-custodial parent’s participation
and/or provide information
about the non-custodial parent’s
assets, employment status or
other conditions that could affect
eligibility.
Expanding the Father Court to
include more low-income noncustodial parents. At present, the
Father Court proposes to serve only
45 parents over the next two years.383

Section B: Improving the Role of the Court
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Introduction
Federal law closely guides certain aspects
of child support programs, but leaves the
question of administrative structure almost
entirely up to each state. In general, as
long as the designated state agency has an
expedited system to establish and enforce
support orders, states have signiﬁcant
ﬂexibility in how they administer child
support.
As described in a report by the Lewin
Group,384 child support programs across
the country operate in what can be best
understood as a continuum from wholly
administrative to wholly judicial practices.
Some programs are highly administrative
– with minimal involvement of the courts
and attorneys, and the use of administrative
hearings for contested cases. Other
programs are highly judicial – with
substantial involvement of the courts and
attorneys, an order establishment process
based on the court calendar, and routine
court hearings for both contested and noncontested cases. Another group, which the
report refers to as “quasi-judicial,” borrows
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some elements of each. Most states favor
the judicial programs, with 24 states
scoring 14 or above on a scale of 4 (highly
administrative) to 16 (highly judicial), and
only 7 scoring 6 or below. DC has a score
of 16, making it one of the most highly
judicial jurisdictions.
The research concludes that either type of
system, if implemented well, is acceptable.
Some experts have pointed out that judicial
procedures tend to be slower, which can
impact their success rate,385 especially in a
population that lacks stable employment
and ﬁnancial security (the location and
ﬁnancial situation of the parties can
change before an order is ever put in
place). Neither type of system is inherently
superior, but there are clear strengths and
limitations to both.
In DC, however, we believe the current
system does not take sufﬁcient advantage
of the strengths nor does it adequately
address the limitations of involving the
judiciary so heavily, which ultimately
hurts both CSSD and the court as well as
child support system customers. At 45.4

Federal Mandates
There are no federal mandates stating
whether a judicial or administrative
process must be used. Federal mandates
do require that states use an expedited
process, either administrative or judicial
or both, to increase effectiveness and meet
the processing times speciﬁed.390 For child
support cases needing support orders,
regardless of whether paternity has been
established, action to establish support
orders must be completed within six
months of service of process for 75 percent
of the cases and within 12 months for 90
percent of the cases.391 DC Code § 11-1101
grants the DC Superior Court Family Court
control over matters of child support.

Challenges in the District
Roles and Responsibilities
Structuring the child support process
through the judiciary implies some very
basic assumptions about the process. The
ﬁrst is that the child support process is

likely to be adversarial, so there is a need
for a neutral third party to decide between
opposing positions. The second is that
the parties have rights that need to be
protected and the issues at stake are of
sufﬁcient consequence that the court’s
involvement is essential to ensuring a fair
outcome. The third is that the authority
of the court is necessary to compel
compliance with the order.
The problem is that these assumptions are
only sometimes true. For example, the use
of judicial resources for hearings seems
unnecessary when the non-custodial parent
is on disability and his children receive
beneﬁts through that program. Judicial
hearings also seem unnecessary simply
to provide in an order that the parent
currently providing health insurance will
continue to do so, or to develop a payment
schedule. DC currently has neither means
to identify cases that genuinely require
judicial involvement nor any alternative
procedure for those that do not.
Admittedly, determining whether cases
require judicial involvement is not always
an easy task. Currently, most non-custodial
parents are unrepresented by counsel.
Many have problems with literacy or have
had prior involvement with the courts on
criminal matters. Their understanding
of the system, their rights, and their
obligations is not always clear. And, when
they agree to a child support amount or
a payment plan, it is sometimes unclear
if they are agreeing to appear compliant,
because they do not know they have
the right to object, because they do not
understand, or because they fully agree
that they should, and will, pay the required
amount.
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percent, DC’s order establishment rate is
substantially below the national average
of 70 percent,386 and DC has a successful
process service rate of only 50 percent.387
At the end of FY 2006, the District reported
only 42 percent of cases with arrears
paying.388 Nationally, approximately 60
percent of obligors owing arrears paid
towards their debt in FY 2005.389 This
performance can be improved by making
adjustments to the current “judicial
system,” as well as by making the system
friendlier to customers who are ordinarily
unrepresented by counsel.
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Additionally, judges rightly may be hesitant
to trust that a non-custodial parent has
been informed of his essential right to
contest an order amount, or perhaps more
importantly, his paternity. The information
that is afﬁrmatively provided to noncustodial parents - typically in a 10-15
minute interview with CSSD Legal Section
staff (attorney or paralegal) prior to the
hearing – may be considered sufﬁciently
unreliable that judges compensate by
hearing all cases and re-conﬁrming
information with non-custodial parents
even when there is a report of consent.
As a result, therefore, uncontested child
support hearings largely consist of judges
afﬁrming with the non-custodial parent
that he understands the order, agrees with
the order amount, understands his right to
request a modiﬁcation of the order should
his circumstances change, and afﬁrming
that the order itself contains all the
necessary information.
Indeed, Project team members witnessed
several hearings in which non-custodial
parents were not provided with essential
information, such as ﬁnancial information
from the custodial parent in order to
run the guidelines accurately. Cases
were observed in which, in response to
a judge’s questioning, a non-custodial
parent would indicate a clear disagreement
with a so-called consent order, and would
be encouraged by the judge to return to
conference to get clariﬁcation. The Project
team also witnessed judges correcting
orders which had been submitted for
signature without including medical
support or arrears charges, even though
judges should not be necessary to afﬁrm
what the child support professionals should
do as part of a routine process, or review
documents for correctness. The system can
and should work more efﬁciently than this
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and better serve the families it is intended
to serve.

Representation
The lack of representation for District
families in the child support system is a
particularly complex problem. According
to CSSD policy as of January 2001, CSSD
does not represent individual parents,
including those who apply for services
independently of the public beneﬁts
system.392 Instead, CSSD represents the
District, and the District is a party to
child support cases to protect its interest
in ensuring that District children are
adequately supported. In addition, the
District has an interest in pursuing child
support funds assigned to the District
by TANF and Medicaid recipients. This
means that, technically, with no private
counsel present, neither the custodial
parent nor the non-custodial parent is
represented in most child support matters.
Nevertheless, CSSD, while perhaps careful
to avoid an attorney-client relationship
with custodial parents, manifests a much
stronger commitment to providing them
with information and support. The new
“Customer Survival Kit,” for example – a
folder of brochures, Frequently Asked
Questions, and a “Roadmap” of the child
support system – was designed to be given
to custodial parents at the earliest possible
opportunity, but to non-custodial parents
only in court after an order has been
established.393 This ambivalence has not
been lost on the court, which has been
observed referring to custodial parents
as the “client” of the “government.” One
judge commented that she makes sure
non-custodial parents know all the options,
possibilities, and consequences of the
actions being taken since they “don’t have
an attorney.”394 Such a perception indicates

At the same time, custodial parents are
themselves frequently uninformed about
court hearings concerning their child(ren).
Decisions are then made at those hearings
based on inaccurate and unveriﬁed
information, or are postponed until the
custodial parent can be contacted and/or
brought in as the government’s witness.
While some of the custodial parents
interviewed by the Project team accepted
responsibility for not informing CSSD of
changes of address that would have allowed
them to receive notice, others indicated
that they heard about court dates through
family or direct contact with the noncustodial parent. Custodial parents should
not be unnecessarily requested to come
to court, since this would mean missing
work or being otherwise inconvenienced,
but they should also be kept consistently
informed of what action is being taken, and
what information they would be allowed or
encouraged to contribute.
Several judges who were interviewed for
this Report expressed concern over the
lack of representation for non-custodial
parents. None suggested that custodial
parents need representation, which is
consistent with the ongoing perception
that CSSD provides necessary services even
if not formal representation to custodial
parents. Some judges also indicated
that law schools and private pro bono
attorneys were not likely to be interested
in establishing services for non-custodial
parents because of the association of non-

custodial parents with “deadbeat dads.”
The District of Columbia Bar Foundation
estimates that, as a general proposition,
no more than “ten percent of the need
for civil legal assistance [needed by the
low-income community] is being met.”395
And in child support cases, it appears that
signiﬁcantly fewer than ten percent of
non-custodial parents have representation.
Thus, the District has a judicial system
with no resources available to ensure that
all parties to the action have access to
counsel or even to basic information about
the process. Furthermore, federal law
prohibits federal child support funds from
being spent on counsel for indigent noncustodial parents or guardians ad litem.396

Monitoring and Enforcement
The court does not technically have a
role in monitoring or enforcing child
support orders except when CSSD chooses

to pursue a contempt charge. In those
cases, which are virtually all ﬁled under
civil rather than criminal contempt, noncustodial parents are summoned to court
and CSSD (and the custodial parent in
non-TANF cases) will typically attempt
to negotiate an agreeable payment plan.
If an agreement can be reached, CSSD
will recommend to the court that the
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both confusion regarding the issue of
representation and a seeming disparity by
CSSD in treatment of parents. Regardless
of written policy, CSSD often practices as
if it would have a conﬂict of interest if it
provided certain services to non-custodial
parents.
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contempt charge be held in abeyance
while the obligor has an opportunity to
comply.397 The obligor is expected to
return to court for a contempt review
(typically about three months later). Even
in cases where contempt is found, the
sentence is stayed while the obligor is given
a chance to comply. Upon return to court
for a subsequent review (a more variable
period depending on the expectations
set by the court) the stay will be lifted or
continued. Using the consequences of a
contempt charge (jail, ﬁne, or both) as
leverage to encourage compliance with
an order that has been violated appears
to be an appropriate use of the court’s
resources. Some believe that the court is
not aggressive enough in its use of available
sanctions.
The court, however, is also using review
hearings as a de facto modiﬁcation process
for unemployed and underemployed
non-custodial parents. As many as onethird of the establishment and ﬁnancial
review cases heard by the court involve a
non-custodial parent claiming to be either
unemployed or insecurely employed
(meaning part-time, temporary, seasonal,
or otherwise tenuously connected to
the labor force).398 The current process
involves setting a “temporary order” based
on the available ﬁnancial information,
and scheduling a review hearing for
approximately three months later. Noncustodial parents are routinely advised
to bring proof of a job search to the
follow-up hearing which typically requires
10 inquiries or applications per week.
They are given a form to complete, but
additional evidence of the job search can
be required, including oral testimony,
copies of applications, or other evidence
CSSD and/or the court are willing to
accept.
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Orders sometimes remain “temporary” for
years. Once they are made permanent,
they can be modiﬁed only according to
regulations that require a substantial
change in circumstances and a variation
of 15 percent from the current order
amount (with the exception of adding
a medical support order).399 The court
uses the temporary status to modify the
orders according to current ﬁnancial
circumstance of the non-custodial parent at
each court appearance.
Overall, judges are not satisﬁed with
the limited options available to them
to encourage non-custodial parents to
ﬁnd work, but are reluctant to create
permanent orders under conditions highly
susceptible to change. Judges wish to keep
whatever leverage they have to induce noncustodial parents to take full responsibility
and do not want to set permanent orders
that are artiﬁcially low; at the same time,
judges express frustration at their inability
to fully motivate non-custodial parents to
obtain jobs.
Judges are also reluctant to impute
income in these circumstances since
income imputation tends to lead to high
arrearages.400 (See Part IV, Section A, Chapter
5: Management of Child Support Arrears.) Of
course, some of these non-custodial parents
are avoiding legitimate work. They may
work inconsistently in a cash economy and
fail to report their income, or they may
be qualiﬁed to work but avoid jobs that
would subject them to wage withholding.
In these cases, income imputation may be
appropriate and a custodial parent could
petition for a permanent order based on
the imputed amount. However, many of
these non-custodial parents have legitimate
barriers to employment and are not simply
avoiding work.

CSSD’s Administrative Authority
Both the court and CSSD would like to see
CSSD make better use of its administrative
authority, but they do not agree on what
this entails. Judges and other court
employees assert that CSSD requires
non-custodial parents to ﬁle motions for
matters that could and should be handled
administratively, such as getting an account
audit completed so the non-custodial
parent can review CSSD’s account of his
payment history. CSSD, on the other hand,
claims that the court routinely orders them
to perform audits even though CSSD has
developed an administrative process for
non-custodial parents to request audits and
has tried to inform the court that a court
order is not necessary. Some also believe
that if a non-custodial parent is claiming
disability (e.g., the parent receives Social
Security Disability Insurance (SSDI), is
in the process of applying for it, or needs
to initiate the process of applying), then
CSSD should assist that non-custodial
parent to initiate or process the claim.401
This would both secure beneﬁts for the

child and avoid unnecessary court hearings
- which can be very difﬁcult for disabled
individuals to attend.
CSSD, on the other hand, would like to be
able to establish consent orders without
hearings and simply forward completed
orders to the court for signature and ﬁling.
It would also like to complete uncontested
modiﬁcations without hearings, such as
noting on an order that a custodial parent
is currently providing medical support and
wishes to continue. For reasons previously
discussed, it seems unlikely under the
present circumstances that the court would
agree to approve orders without hearings.
From the court’s perspective, the lack of
representation and unbalanced treatment
of non-custodial parents suggests that
judicial oversight of the current process is
necessary. If a change in the process were
to occur, the court would of course need
to have a voice in setting the conditions
under which it would be willing to approve
administratively established orders. We
believe a shift to a process that relies on
administratively established or modiﬁed
orders in at least some circumstances is
called for, and its development will require
a collaborative effort between CSSD
and the court to address all legal and
procedural concerns. Fortunately, other
jurisdictions have addressed these concerns
thereby providing guidance for a path
forward.

Best Practices
Collaboration. The National Judicial/
Child Support Enforcement Task Force,
convened in 2004 by the Ofﬁce of
Child Support Enforcement (OCSE),
developed a Model Strategic Plan in March
2006 designed to serve as a roadmap
for jurisdictions. One of the Plan’s
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In both of the described areas – lack of
parent representation and monitoring
and enforcement– the court is spending
signiﬁcant time ﬁlling a role that either 1)
more appropriately belongs elsewhere or
2) needs to be formalized and improved.
Of course it is appropriate for the court
to use its authority to encourage noncustodial parents to fulﬁll their parental
responsibilities. But the options available
to the court are so limited that the court is
using precious time and judicial resources
unproductively while failing to fully
serve the needs of custodial parents and
children. In our view, there are better
alternatives to this system.
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recommendations is that jurisdictions
commit to a collaborative approach to the
judicial/administrative relationship.402
Truly effective collaboration requires
ongoing commitment and trust between
the parties involved. There is not
necessarily a great deal of trust between the
court and CSSD, particularly in terms of
serving the needs of non-custodial parents,
but there are approaches that both the
court and CSSD can undertake to help
increase the system’s effectiveness.
Most important is that CSSD and the
court come to an understanding of what
each needs from the other in order to
move through cases as quickly and fairly
as possible. In other jurisdictions, courts
and IV-D agencies have collaborated to
develop the forms and documents that
are used to process child support requests
and communicate with custodial and noncustodial parents; determine best use of
child access and visitation grant funds;
improve data sharing and exchangeability;
develop implementation strategies for
new initiatives such as those that deal with
incarcerated non-custodial parents, and
more. California’s State child support
agency, for example, requires regular
meetings between local courts and local
child support agencies.403 That state made
clear to the courts that increased funding
to the child support program for meeting
performance standards also meant more
funding for the courts.
“Problem-Solving Courts.” Problemsolving courts (sometimes known as
collaborative justice or therapeutic
jurisprudence) have been implemented
in many US jurisdictions. They are most
commonly used to handle drug offenders,
but also deal with domestic violence cases,
child welfare (family treatment) and
offenders with mental illness. These courts
Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

help to address the problems underlying
the individual’s or family’s appearance in
court, and thus reduce “revolving door
justice” where the same individuals and
families cycle in and out for similar or
related problems. These courts apply
a range of intermediate sanctions in
response to varying degrees of client noncompliance. For example, a drug offender
who relapses while on probation may have
testing requirements increased rather
than having the probation automatically
revoked and returning to jail. This
approach maximizes appropriate use of
resources, reserving the most punitive and
costly sanctions for the most signiﬁcant or
tenacious problems, while still responding
promptly and consistently to less egregious
offenses.
Increasingly, “problem-solving” is being
viewed as an approach to jurisprudence
rather than as an isolated program. Wake
County (Raleigh), North Carolina, has

been at the forefront of applying problem
solving techniques to child support
enforcement.404 Judge Kristin Ruth uses
a combination of house arrest/electronic
monitoring, job training programming
with case management, and incarceration
to encourage compliance with child

The National Center for Fathering has
developed another problem-solving
court model around the issue of nonpayment of child support. The model
serves as an alternative to prosecution or
incarceration for fathers with signiﬁcant
arrearages.405 In Jackson County (Kansas
City), Missouri, where non-payment
of child support is a criminal offense,
non-custodial parents with signiﬁcant
arrearages are offered Fathering Court as
an alternative-to-incarceration program
(non-completion can result in probation
or incarceration.) The program involves
a 13-week fathering course, designed to
help men understand their importance to
their child(ren) and help them be better
co-parents with their child(ren)’s mother.
It also involves case management to help
men ﬁnd employment or improve their
earning capacity and, for many, it serves
as a bridge to substance abuse treatment.

In operation since 1998, the program has
served over 400 men (though graduating
signiﬁcantly fewer) and has resulted in over
$2 million in child support collections.406
Program evaluations ﬁnd that men who
complete the program report signiﬁcantly
more contact with their child, increased
interaction with their child’s mother about
their child’s development, and increased
payment of their child support.407 DC
is in the process of developing a Father
ing Court based on the National Center
for Fathering court model, which is an
important step in the problem-solving
direction.
Increased Use of Administrative
Procedures. Several jurisdictions have
supplemented their judicial child support
processes with agency administrative
processes to increase overall efﬁciency and
to relieve the caseload pressures on judges
and caseworkers. Although replacing
a predominantly judicial process with a
predominantly administrative one would
involve major legislation in DC, there are
lesser steps that could be taken to improve
DC’s current system.
Alternative Dispute Resolution (ADR)
Process. Alternative Dispute Resolution
refers to a wide range of processes, such
as negotiation, mediation, or arbitration,
to settle disputes outside of the traditional
judicial framework. In 2000, Texas
implemented such a process which is
regarded as particularly effective. Child
Support Review Process (“CSRP”) aims
to resolve child support legal issues in
the child support ofﬁce rather than the
courthouse, with judges approving orders
to make them legally binding.408 Each
new case that needs an order or paternity
establishment is ﬁrst reviewed to determine
if it is appropriate for administrative
process through CSRP.409 The governing
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support orders among chronic nonpayers. The research thus far suggests that
electronic monitoring – electronic offender
surveillance that serves as an alternative
to incarceration and allows non-custodial
parents to continue to work, engage in
training, or seek work – has signiﬁcantly
increased collections of both current
support and arrears. Collections in the six
months following electronic monitoring
were two to three times the collections in
the months prior. Research also found
that non-custodial parents were more
likely to ﬁnd employment as the sanctions
increased. The project continues to be
evaluated in collaboration with faculty
from Meredith College to determine the
impact of each component, but in the
meantime, other North Carolina counties
are adopting electronic monitoring to
alleviate jail overcrowding and save money,
while also allowing obligors to continue to
work or seek employment.
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criteria include that it cannot be an
interstate case, must have conﬁrmed
addresses for both the custodial parent
and the non-custodial parent/alleged
father, both must be over 18 years of age,
and there must not be an indicator of
family violence or a history of custodial
parent non-cooperation.410 Cases requiring
enforcement may also go through CSRP if
there is a conﬁrmed address and employer
information.
If a case meets the criteria, a computer
sends (by mail) a simple notice to both
parents that explains the advantages
of using the administrative process,
sometimes followed up by reminder phone
calls. Conferences are conducted by CSE
caseworkers trained in mediation. If both
parents attend the conference and agree to
an order, they sign a proposed order and
waive their right to service. Both parties
have the right to be represented by an
attorney at the conference. The proposed
orders are reviewed by a CSE attorney, and
are signed and sent to the court for review
and signature before any pleading is ﬁled
at court.411 If neither parent appears, or if
they appear but do not agree to an order,
the caseworker can prepare a “non-agreed
order” which is reviewed and signed by a
CSE attorney and then sent to the court to
be served on the parents. Parents have 20
days to request a court hearing to object
to a non-agreed order.412 The non-agreed
order covers everything an agreed CSRP
order would cover. This method produced
40,503 agreed orders and 7,816 non-agreed
orders for Texas in FY 2006.413
According to researchers Roberts and
Sorensen, the Texas approach has
resulted in a “[t]remendous cultural
change” that is “customer friendly” and
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encourages contact with and education of
both parents.414 They also state that over
half of all CSE orders in Texas are now
established administratively. Of the cases
handled through CSRP, Texas reports
that 20 percent made their ﬁrst payment
30 days after establishment, compared
to only ﬁve percent of cases judicially
handled.415 Additionally, approximately
83 percent of cases handled through
CSRP made their ﬁrst payment 120 days
after establishment, compared to only 50
percent of judicially processed cases. This
program has improved Texas’ ability to
meet federal timeframes and the needs
of its growing caseload, has given it better
case information, has freed up litigation
staff, court masters, judges, and county
personnel to deal with more complicated
cases, and has allowed parents to meet
in a less threatening environment than a
courtroom. Overall, for both establishment
and enforcement cases, CSRP was utilized
for 60 percent of the caseload and 60
percent of those cases paid during FY 2006,
compared to 44 percent of cases referred
during the same time period that were
handled judicially.416
Mediation as a component of case
management. Mediation has also proven
to be a valuable component of case
management, primarily when incorporated
into an administrative process to take full
advantage of its beneﬁts. In Delaware,
after a petition for child support is ﬁled
with the DC Superior Court Family Court,
both parties are notiﬁed to attend a
mediation conference with Family Court
mediator staff. Delaware sends a packet
of information on the mediation process
to the parties to familiarize them with the
goal of the process and what will occur.417
Other jurisdictions, such as Colorado,

Recommendations
i. CSSD and the courts should develop
protocols and procedures to increase use
of mediation.
Disputes over many issues, e.g., access to
children and parenting styles, can interfere
with payment of child support. DC’s
child support system should make better
use of mediation services when parental
relationships are clearly interfering with
compliance and should establish a set of
referral protocols that can be used by the
court, CSSD, and community-based service
providers. Mediation and Alternative
Dispute Resolution should be considered
among the tools available to solve problems
facing families in the child support system.
Regulations preclude child support courts
from getting involved in custody decisions,
but do not prohibit courts and child
support agencies from referring parties to
mediation to address custody and visitation
issues and, in fact, encourage them to
do so. Many believe that the alternative
dispute resolution process leads to greater
compliance, less congested court dockets,
and increased customer satisfaction.418

The resources of the Court’s Multi-Door
Dispute Resolution division should be fully
explored for its potential to help design
and implement appropriate programs and
referral protocols.
ii. CSSD and the courts should collaborate
to simplify procedures for order
modiﬁcations.
Downward modiﬁcations, when necessary
and appropriate, serve everyone’s interest,
including the custodial parent who is
better off knowing that although less
money will come, it will come regularly.
DC is not unique in the underutilization
of the modiﬁcation process by low income
non-custodial parents and should take
steps to make the process more accessible.
Procedures to request review and
modiﬁcation should be made uniform for
both custodial and non-custodial parents.
Requests for upward and downward
modiﬁcations should be handled
identically. Informational materials and
motions should be reviewed to make the
process accessible to individuals with lower
literacy.
iii. The District should increase the range
of options available to judges when a noncustodial parent is unemployed.
Judges should have a range of options
available to respond to non-custodial
parents who are unemployed, including
opportunities for education, training,
substance abuse treatment when
necessary, and as well as sanctions for noncompliance. These options would help
the system in “smoking out” non-custodial
parents who claim unemployment but are
active in the underground cash economy.
To implement this recommendation,
the DC Council would need to authorize
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have independent mediators not afﬁliated
with the court or with the child support
agency to make the parents comfortable
that they are receiving fair treatment in the
negotiation conferences. Incorporating
mediation necessitates the training of
mediators in legal and administrative issues
that are important to the child support
system, while mediators bring to the issue
their training in neutrality and process
management that allows all parties to feel
heard and respected. Offering mediation
as a way of managing child support in DC
would likely lead to a more effective system.
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judges to order employment and/or job
training for non-custodial parents before
arrears accrue or a contempt motion has
been ﬁled. Judges should be provided
a handbook or “bench card” that
outlines all options available to them.
The District Department of Corrections
should be consulted on any protocols
that involve increasing use of the jail or
correctional resources for child support
cases, such as weekend incarceration, or
electronic monitoring/house arrest.
iv. Increase the use of administrative
procedures to enhance parental “buy-in”
and increase system efﬁciency.
Both the court and CSSD managers
agree that CSSD could make better
use of the administrative authority that
it has. They do not appear to agree,
however, on what these uses should be
or how to best implement them. These
issues should be clariﬁed through a
collaborative process, and legislation
introduced where necessary to authorize
additional CSSD administrative powers.
If CSSD is going to increase use of its
administrative authority, it should do so
not only to increase efﬁciency but also to
increase parental buy-in and satisfaction
with the process. (See further discussion
in Part IV, Section C.) The procedures
should be designed and implemented
to ensure that both custodial and noncustodial parents are receiving sufﬁcient
information to make sound decisions.
These procedures should be undertaken
with a “full-service” approach such that
parents are encouraged to participate
in any activities that will increase the
likelihood of successful co-parenting and
regular payment of support, including
mediation, parenting programming,
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employment and training activities,
substance abuse treatment, etc. The
court should be a full partner in
designing these procedures. Because the
two agencies work so closely together,
they should work together to design a
process that ensures the informational
needs of both custodial and noncustodial parents are fully satisﬁed.
In our view, at a minimum, DC needs
legislation to clarify the issue of CSSD’s
administrative authority, particularly
in terms of the authority to establish
orders. The legislation should be
crafted in such a way that the judiciary
has a direct review of the administrative
procedures, since the court should
continue to be expected to approve all
child support orders. CSSD should also
be given limited authority to prepare
modiﬁcations for cases involving medical
support only, and cases where the noncustodial parent receives sufﬁcient
federal beneﬁts (such as social security
disability) that will pay the full amount
of child support directly. In all these
circumstances, the procedures need to
be designed so that the court will have
conﬁdence in the proposed order and
can sign it without holding a hearing.
v. Increase outreach to non-custodial
parents.
CSSD must make a commitment
to providing additional and better
information and services to non-custodial
parents prior and subsequent to their
appearance in court, including the
following.
■ A “survival kit” should be
designed speciﬁcally for noncustodial parents, addressing

high quality information to
non-custodial parents as to
custodial parents. Because
CSSD represents the interests
of children, the agency should
recognize the importance
of having both parents fully
informed and committed. The
informational services CSSD
provides should be sufﬁciently
thorough and even-handed that
judges will trust that a consent
order is agreeable to all.
■ The DC Bar can assist in
educating the community of
family law attorneys and law
students about the needs of
“dead-broke” non-custodial
parents.
vi.

Improve CSSD case management
and contact with custodial
parents.

CSSD should continue to improve its
management of cases within the legal
services unit such that cases do not come
to court unless they are ready and unless
a court appearance is necessary. CSSD,
with the assistance of the courts, needs
to improve its systems for following up
on judicial requests and for keeping
custodial parents informed of case
activities, including whether or not
service has been completed. The goal
should be to have no parent, custodial or
non-custodial, brought into court or kept
at the court unnecessarily. The court
can help by specifying circumstances
under which it would be willing to allow
witnesses to leave before cases are called.
By increasing its use of administrative
process, CSSD could reduce its court
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their concerns and needs, and
written in language at a sixth
grade reading level so it will be
broadly understood. It should
be delivered to non-custodial
parents with their order to appear
in court and include information
about job training and
employment services available
for unemployed non-custodial
parents. (The latter points are further
discussed in Part IV, Section A,
Chapters 1 and 2.)
■ A non-custodial parent unit
should be established within
CSSD to answer questions,
respond to concerns, and make
referrals to services, including
legal services, for non-custodial
parents. It should be able to
provide resources to assist in
making custody and visitation
arrangements, ﬁnding jobs,
directing disabled non-custodial
parents concerning applying
for disability, as well as matters
speciﬁc to the child support
process. The unit should be
trained by service providers with
experience working with lowincome fathers.
■ CSSD should work with the
court to identify options for
showing videos and/or providing
informational services speciﬁc to
child support located in or near
the court. These materials and
services should be non-custodialparent-friendly and use language
that assumes good faith on the
part of the non-custodial parent.
■ CSSD should be dedicated
to providing as much and as
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appearances and more efﬁciently
handle its volume of cases. (See further
discussion in Part IV, Section C.)
vii. The Mayor should authorize the
Child Support Task Force to manage
the collaborative process required to
make necessary changes in the child
support system, and to implement the
recommendations in this report.
Many of the recommendations in this
Chapter and in this Report require
collaboration across a broad cross
section of stakeholders. There is an

Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

existing Child Support Task Force that
involves child support judges, court
personnel, advocacy groups and CSSD.
This recommendation builds on what
exists by recommending involvement
at the highest levels of the DC
Government, including the Attorney
General and Chief Judge of the
Superior Court, greater involvement of
CSSD, and includes the speciﬁc goal of
implementing the recommendations
in this report and addressing tensions
that exist between CSSD and the courts
which adversely affect reform initiatives
between these partners.

Section C: Improving Administration of CSSD
Chapter 1: Improving Management of Child Support Cases
Chapter 2: Locating and Serving Process on Non-Custodial Parents
Chapter 3: Medical Support
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1. Improving Management of
Child Support Cases
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Within the automation and schedule
requirements established by federal law
and regulation, states have full latitude
to determine their child support case
management practices. All states are
measured against the same federal
standards for order establishment (orders
established relative to cases opened) and
cost-effectiveness (dollars collected relative
to dollars spent). It is clear that investment
in child support results in more effective
systems. According to a study by the
Center for Law and Social Policy:
States with higher cost and
stafﬁng ratios tended to
have higher collection rates,
while states with lower cost
and stafﬁng ratios tended
to have lower collection
rates. None of the states with
the lowest cost and stafﬁng
ratios exceeded the national
collection rate average.
Conversely, all but one state
having the highest cost and
stafﬁng ratios also had the
top collection rates.419
DC’s cost effectiveness rate is only about
half the national average. As noted, one
challenge facing DC is that the majority

Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

of families in the child support system do
not match the proﬁle of the family for
which the federal child support system was
inherently designed, i.e., families of divorce
with solid ties to the legitimate economy
including jobs, bank accounts, and income
tax ﬁlings. Instead, DC’s caseload leans
much more heavily toward low-income,
never-married families for whom the
existing procedures and automated
enforcement mechanisms are far less
effective.420 How DC chooses to adapt its
system to meet the demographics of the
population it serves will determine whether
it will barely meet or substantially exceed
minimum federal standards – and better
serve children. Chapter 1 will look at DC’s
case management system, recent changes
at the Ofﬁce of the Attorney General’s
Child Support Services Division (CSSD),
strategies used by other jurisdictions to
provide more effective and efﬁcient child
support case management, and make
recommendations for improvement.

Federal Mandates
Federal law is concerned with the pace
and efﬁciency of child support order
establishment. It provides detailed
timelines for the processing of cases and
mandates that an expedited administrative
or judicial process be in place to manage
child support establishment, monitoring
and enforcement.421 It also requires
that all states have a computerized child
support enforcement system that performs
certain functions.422 Financial support
and technical guidance are available
from the US Department of Health and
Human Services Ofﬁce of Child Support
Enforcement (OCSE) to help states comply
with this requirement.423

Once an order has been established, IVD agencies have administrative authority
to initiate wage withholding.428 This is
mandatory for all cases, not just those
that have a history of non-payment.429
Agencies have two days from the date
an order is established and/or they are
made aware of the employment status
of an obligor to send the withholding
request to the employer.430 Agencies
are required to monitor cases for
compliance, and to take action within
30 days of a delinquency or other noncompliance.431 If enforcement efforts

are unsuccessful, agencies are required
to determine the reason why the attempt
failed and when it would be appropriate
to take any additional enforcement
actions.432
Failure to locate is one of twelve federal
criteria for case closure.433 States are
allowed, but not required, to close cases
that meet any of the criteria. Four of
the twelve criteria cannot be applied to
cases in which the custodial parent is on
TANF. Nine of the twelve criteria require
60-day notiﬁcation to the recipient of the
agency’s intent to close the case unless
new information is brought forward that
would change the status.434 Some of the
other criteria include the following
■ There is no current support
order and arrears are under
$500 or are unenforceable
under state law.
■ The obligated parent is
deceased and no action against
the estate is possible;
■ Paternity cannot be established
under state law.
■ The obligated parent is
unable to pay support for
the duration of the child’s
minority due to incarceration,
institutionalization, or
permanent and total
disability.435
Case closure is an important element
of case management since (1) all open
cases count in evaluating the agency’s
performance and eligibility for incentive
payments, (2) resources are wasted
sending routine materials to parties
whose cases are no longer active, and
(3) closing cases allows workers to focus
on cases that can beneﬁt from attention.
By issuing reports such as “Automated
Systems for Child Support Enforcement:
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IV-D agencies (agencies designated
to provide federally-mandated child
support services under title IV-D of the
Social Security Act) are required to
move 75 percent of cases from service of
process to an established order within
six months, and 90 percent within 12
months.424 Agencies have discretion
about how to count cases that have not
been successfully served. Some states
return cases to “locate” status after
service of process has failed, which resets
a 75-day clock to once again search all
available resources for current address
and asset information. Other states
make several service attempts before
reclassifying the case back to locate.425 If
a parent is not located (and therefore
not servable) within 75 days, the case
can remain open for one to three years
depending on whether a social security
number is available and can be placed
in an automatic search mode.426 If the
search process achieves a “hit” – that is,
a match with the Federal Parent Locator
System or other database - and an address
is found, the case will move forward on
the 90-day calendar. If it reaches the one
or three year deadline, the case can be
closed.427
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A Guide for Automating Case Closure,”436
OCSE has made efforts to encourage
states to institute regular case-closing
policies.

Challenges in the District
CSSD manages over 76,000 child support
cases. As required, many of its basic case
management operations are automated:
referrals from the DHS Income
Maintenance Administration (IMA),
locate functions, employment and wage
information collection, and identifying
cases for penalties (i.e., license
revocation, passport denial). However
CSSD’s computer system – DC Child
Support Enforcement System (DCCSES)
– is a code-based, pre-windows computer
system that is cumbersome and slow. It
does little to contribute to CSSD’s effort
to improve its case management.
CSSD is in the process of digitizing its
documents to make them available by
computer, but the current management
system still relies heavily on paper
ﬁles. To date, CSSD has scanned less
than one quarter of the existing ﬁles
and is either still working on or has
only very recently installed programs
that would allow staff to access the
digitized ﬁles. The agency has also
undertaken a review of all steps in its
business processes in order to identify
sources of delay. Some of the changes
made as a result – such as eliminating
the requirement that custodial parents
have application documents notarized
- have improved their ability to move
cases forward. Because the Project team
was not given access to the details of
the business reengineering process437,
however, we are evaluating the case
management practices primarily through
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their outcomes, such as the impact on
customers.
Because of its basis in the judicial system,
case management at CSSD essentially
involves two separate processes.
Administrative processes are used to
prepare cases for legal processing,
and to conduct basic collection and
enforcement. Preparation includes
collecting intake information, opening a
case in the computer system, searching
for any open cases involving the same
non-custodial parent and for any
available information on his employment
or earnings, and locating the parent if
the custodial parent did not provide
current location information. Legal
processes (ﬁling of motions, representing
the city at hearings) are used to establish
orders, establish paternity if not already
done by voluntary acknowledgment or
other administrative procedure, modify
orders when necessary, and enforce
and monitor cases that have triggered
contempt ﬁlings because of the noncustodial parent’s persistent failure to
make payments. The legal section staff
is also responsible for meeting with
the non-custodial parent on the day of
the hearing, advising him of the terms
of the prepared order, and seeking
his consent to those terms. The legal
procedures are more labor intensive
than the administrative ones, involving
paper documentation and personal
appearances in court. Automated
interface between the court’s computer
system and DCCSES is not available,
apparently due to the inability of
the court and CSSD to agree on a
Memorandum of Understanding to
accomplish CSSD’s access to the court’s
system.

For customers, this process is impersonal.
Despite the very personal nature of the
issue, and its basis in complex, intimate
relationships, the process is bureaucratic
and, in the words of one non-custodial
parent, “cookie cutter.” There is also
a perceived lack of continuity and
accountability. Customers complain
that they never know whom they will
speak to, and are expected to work with
different attorneys each time they appear
in court. Some community service
providers ﬁnd the agency unreceptive to
their concerns on behalf of clients and
they do not have relationships with case
workers who potentially could help them
work through the bureaucracy. CSSD
reports that it is “in the process” of taking
steps to ensure greater caseworker and
customer service continuity. Although
we applaud all such efforts in this regard,
we cannot comment on their scope or
effectiveness because of their formative
nature.

Legal Process
Because the District’s child support
system is based on the judicial system,
CSSD’s legal section is typically the
face and the voice of the system. Even
recognizing the difﬁculty of managing
the heavy caseload, as earlier discussed,
the approach to managing the legal
process does not lend itself to effective
or efﬁcient use of the court. Judges
complain that cases are brought to
hearing that have not been sufﬁciently
checked for accuracy or even for
appropriateness of the motions. Cases
are called for which follow-up from
the previous hearing has not yet been
accomplished. Judges use their time
essentially proofreading orders rather
than problem-solving with families.
This situation is exacerbated by the
high attorney turnover at CSSD. Several
attorneys with experience both within
and outside the Ofﬁce of the Attorney
General have suggested that new
attorneys use child support as a “training
ground” to gain courtroom experience.
According to CSSD staff, about half of
CSSD’s attorneys remain only six months
to a year, which is a drain on resources
as well as a set-up for poor showings in
court. Paralegals, in contrast, tend to
commit to CSSD for much longer periods
of time. When fully staffed, CSSD has
13 attorneys and 7 paralegals.438 CSSD’s
stafﬁng rate has remained essentially
unchanged in the past two years.
In January 2007, CSSD implemented
a new case management plan for the
legal section - the Vertical Prosecution
Plan (VPP) or “team approach” - which
replaced the previous system in which
individual attorneys handled whatever
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Against this backdrop, case management
is difﬁcult both in concept and practice.
Cases are handled by a variety of agencies
and individuals. While some cases are
efﬁciently transferred from the intake
section to the legal section, many are
passed back and forth between intake,
locate and establishment before arriving
in the legal section. Custodial parents
have indicated that this part of the
process can seem like a black box where
they are given no information about
what is happening with their case and do
not understand the source of any delays.
Once an order has been established,
the enforcement unit takes over, except
for cases that require additional court
appearances, at which point the legal
unit gets involved.
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case was before the court on their
assigned day.439 According to the VPP,
each team consists of two or three
attorneys, two paralegals, and one
support staff. The teams are designed
to work together to handle a case from
beginning to end with the intention
of providing improved continuity and
consistency.440 CSSD hopes this new
model will help impose appropriate
enforcement sanctions through the
staff’s increased familiarity with the noncustodial parent’s underlying situation.
The team approach also means that
a customer may still have to interact
with several different team members
throughout the course of a case and in
court, but there will at least be “team”
continuity. However, while teams will
be kept “relatively stable,” rotation will
occur every six months “when stafﬁng
permits such rotation.”441 It is not clear
what impact this will have on continuity
for customers.
The VPP clearly articulates the tasks
to be accomplished by the attorney,
paralegal, and support staff team
members. Attorneys are responsible for
a range of tasks, including contacting
customers when the case is assigned,
inquiring for additional information,
ensuring that the information on the
ﬁle is complete and up-to-date, and
drafting and ﬁling necessary motions,
oppositions, or other legal documents in
a timely manner.442 Even though some
support staff may speciﬁcally handle
form motions that require no research
or analytical processing, the attorneys
are still responsible for reviewing and
signing each motion.
Some of the procedural changes attempt
to increase contact between clients
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and attorneys, such as the requirement
that attorneys “contact the customer to
inform him/her that the case has been
assigned and to answer any questions
he/she may have.”443 Such a procedure
could increase the trust between clients
and attorneys, but the question remains
whether attorneys will have adequate
time to make such exploratory phone
calls, and/or how they will prioritize the
cases to determine which ones warrant
extra contact.
While the VPP represents a potentially
signiﬁcant improvement in case
management, there remains from the
old system a lack of case sorting, or
case differentiation, except in cases of
domestic violence or the limited number
of cases that will be assigned to the
Father Court. Case management teams
are assigned to cases by courtroom.
They handle any case assigned to
the judge in that courtroom by the
court’s schedulers and cases appear
to be assigned to courtrooms without
reference to their content. Thus
the VPP teams are assigned cases as
randomly as the individual attorneys
were assigned under the previous
case management system. Given that
CSSD cannot control the scheduling
process and needs to assign its attorneys
to courtrooms for efﬁciency, and,
signiﬁcantly, recognizes that case sorting
is a necessary tool to assure proper
allocation of resources, the teams should
be designed to conduct an internal
sorting in order to bring specialized
services to particular categories of
cases (paying/non-paying, employed/
unemployed, current assistance/former
assistance/never assistance). Given the
large caseload, prioritization is essential,
but it appears that even under the new

Relationship with DHS Income
Maintenance Administration
CSSD has made signiﬁcant
improvements in its intake process by
eliminating barriers to getting cases
“court ready.” These have included
eliminating requirements that custodial
parents appear in person following a
referral from IMA, that application
documents be notarized, and
conducting basic locate functions within
the intake process rather than referring
cases to the Locate Unit. CSSD also
initiated a co-location program with IMA
so that custodial parents applying for
TANF could be interviewed regarding
child support at the same time. This
initiative was funded by a grant from
OCSE and is continuing beyond the

termination of the grant funds.
The co-location project ran from
September 2004 through February 2007.

CSSD staff was placed at IMA’s Anacostia
Intake Center with a plan to conduct
joint intake interviews with TANF
clients.444 In practice, it proved too
difﬁcult to incorporate CSSD workers
into the IMA interviews, but eventually
a more successful system was developed
in which the interview with the CSSD
worker occurred while the client was
waiting the 15 to 30 minutes for her
IMA interview. For CSSD workers, the
project provided a better understanding
of IMA’s work process and it improved
past communication issues with IMA
that stemmed principally from the
agencies having different goals.
In spring 2003, Professor Stacy
Brustin from Catholic University’s
Columbus School of Law documented
some signiﬁcant shortcomings in the
management of cases shared by CSSD
and IMA.446 Among her concerns was
the delayed distribution of funds to
custodial parents leaving TANF and
the lack of coordination between IMA
and CSSD to address the parents’
information needs.447 In FY 06, CSSD
managed 33,657 former assistance
cases, approximately 43 percent of
their total caseload.448 More recently,
community advocates have indicated
that the poor communications between
the agencies leads to months of delay
between the last TANF payment and
the receipt of child support. This issue
needs to be reexamined in light of the
new $150 pass-through policy (see Part
III, Chapter 3: The Child Support Process
in DC), since TANF recipients who
have orders with collections should be
receiving child support payments from
the outset and TANF termination will
no longer change their child support
payment status (though it may change
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system cases are prioritized in part by
the “squeaky wheel” method, which
is that custodial parents who actively
pursue establishment and enforcement
are more likely to get it.
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the amount they receive). Data suggests
that approximately 57 percent of TANF
families who closed their TANF cases
in FY 06 received some child support
during the month the case was closed.
For those orders without collections,
however, the need to step-up efforts to
collect remains. Brustin recommended
that CSSD dedicate staff to the
population of child support customers
who would soon be leaving TANF. The
DC Council initially provided some
minimal funding and staff was assigned.
It appears that that effort has been
abandoned.

the federal regulations: emancipation
of the youngest minor child, inability
to locate the non-custodial parent. All
other case closures require substantial
manual input by staff. Unfortunately
there is either a lack of resources to
compensate for the computer system’s
limited support in automating case
closure or a lack of personnel to devote
to an ongoing case closure policy, or
both. We hope that a new computer
system, expected to be installed by 2009,
will include better mechanisms and
processes for case sorting and closure.

Effective collaboration between CSSD
and IMA is essential to the well-being
of the District’s poorest families. In
the future, CSSD will make an effort to
continue the collaboration with IMA and
keep workers at their Anacostia ofﬁce.
One additional beneﬁt to CSSD, now
that the grant period is over, is that it
can serve any client who comes in, and is
not limited to new intakes. Whereas the
grant limited CSSD’s communications
to clients initiating a TANF case, CSSD
can now answer questions and otherwise
assist public beneﬁts recipients with
existing cases, such as those coming in
for TANF recertiﬁcation.

Best Practices

Case Closure/Automation
Child support caseloads can be reduced
by either increasing staff or reducing
cases. A one-time effort by CSSD in
2004 led to the closure of nearly 33,000
cases.449 This alone effectively raised
DC’s order establishment rate by more
than ten percent.450 According to CSSD,
DCCSES has “logic” to close cases for
two reasons out of the twelve allowed by
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CSSD’s latest case management plan
demonstrates a commitment to improve
procedures. Other jurisdictions have
implemented procedures that address
areas in which CSSD could further
improve case management practices
and, by extension, outcomes.
Case sorting by speciﬁc criteria to
determine the treatment of the case.
Case sorting is the “separation and
treatment of cases based on selected
criteria. It allows child support agencies
to target enforcement techniques and
services more effectively toward different
types of non-custodial parents.”451 An
essential aspect of many of these casesorting models is based on behavioral
characteristics (degree of willingness
to pay) and ﬁnancial characteristics
(degree of ability to pay). Depending
on the particular characteristics,
referrals can be made to employment
and training programs, public health,
responsible fatherhood, or domestic
violence programs, and marriage and
relationship skills training.

Hennepin County (Minneapolis),
Minnesota, segments its enforcement
cases for management according to
payment history, classifying the cases as
payers and non-payers. According to
Elaine Beckman of the U.S. Department
of Health and Human Services, “paying
cases receive an automatic notice if
a payment has not been made in the
last 30 days. Caseworkers then contact
the non-custodial parents by phone to
ﬁnd out why the payment was missed,”
which returns the case to paying status
more quickly. 455 When caseworkers
are overloaded with so many cases, this
case segmentation enables them to
receive notice as soon as a payment is
missed. Hennepin County workers ﬁnd
that phone contact is most effective,
and that fast, personal contacts lead
to better payments. They have also

developed special outreach brochures
aimed at each identiﬁed category of
non-custodial parent. Hennepin County
staff has found that the system allows
them to monitor changing situations
more quickly, to become more expert
in speciﬁc activities, and to be more
proactive in their case management.456
CSSD has a system by which cases are
identiﬁed as early as 60 days after a
payment is missed (at which point an
employed obligor would be potentially
subject to driver’s license revocation),
and assigned to workers to contact
the obligor by phone. We have no
information on whether this applies to
all or only select delinquencies, whether
the threat of license revocation is the
ostensible basis for the call, or how
effective it has been.457
Broad enforcement through case sorting.
Massachusetts’ enforcement strategy also
focuses on a case sorting model. One
of the ﬁrst states to use automatic wage
withholding, Massachusetts has used a
system of “mass enforcement of IV-D
cases” since 1992, using a combination
of case sorting and administrative
liens.458 Massachusetts’ approach is
based on three main elements: (1)
cases with similar characteristics are
grouped together; (2) decision rules
determine what types of action occur
for particular groups of cases; and
(3) computer searches automatically
take the appropriate enforcement
action. In the ﬁrst year or so of this
approach, Massachusetts issued 70,000
administrative liens, collected $200,000
in response to these liens, and drastically
reduced staff. The Massachusetts
example demonstrates how case
differentiation and automation can work
together to increase efﬁciency. The goal
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The Minnesota State CSE agency has
developed a “case segmentation” model
that sorts non-custodial parents into
categories based on their willingness
and ability to pay, and then applies
different and targeted strategies to each
category. Minnesota’s sorting categories
are: willing to pay, lack of information,
unable to pay, reluctant to pay, and
actively evading payment.452 Those who
are unable to pay, for example, can be
referred to job readiness and training
services while those who are actively
evading payment can be pursued for any
assets or charged with contempt. This
model was recommended for the state
of Arizona’s Department of Economic
Security, Division of Child Support
Enforcement when it was seeking new
ways to reach non-payers453 and was
described as “well received by other
states” by independent child support
policy experts.454
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in DC, which is already understaffed, would
not be to eliminate staff but to streamline
disposition of routine cases and free staff
to focus on cases requiring more intensive
personnel resources.
Case ownership. Massachusetts has
recently instituted a more radical version
of the District’s new VPP plan, and now
assigns cases to case workers on a “case
ownership model.” The Massachusetts
child support ofﬁce recently switched
to this model to address problems with
customer service and duplication of effort.
This model differs from the District’s
Vertical Prosecution Plan in that cases
are assigned to individual workers, and
assignments occur both within and outside
the legal process.
Case ownership in Massachusetts is
based on an alphabetical model, i.e.,
cases are assigned according to the ﬁrst
initial of the non-custodial parent’s last
name. Ownership shifts only once from
an order-establishment case worker
to an enforcement or interstate case
worker, depending on whether the case
is preobligated (order has not yet been
established) or obligated and whether both
parties reside in Massachusetts. Litigators
are considered “process owners” rather
than “case owners” because they handle
the case only for that portion of the
process. However, each unit/team uses an
alphabetical sort, so workers are “teamed
up” with other members of other teams
within the region. For example, the intake
or case-create worker will always work with
the same establishment worker, who will
always work with the same attorney and
enforcement worker.
Administrators in Massachusetts report that
the change has had a very positive impact
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on the agency, reducing call volumes at
Customer Service as most customers have
learned by now who owns their case and
will usually call them directly.459 According
to one administrator, “it is a more efﬁcient
process of handling the workload and it
holds staff accountable. There are fewer
‘hand offs’ or ‘not my function or case.’
Someone owns that case, it stops
right there.”460

Case Closing
The ﬁnal step in an effective case
management/case differentiation strategy
is identifying and closing eligible cases.
The federal guidelines allow jurisdictions
to close appropriate cases signiﬁcantly
aiding their case load and federal reporting
numbers, allowing caseworkers to
concentrate on fewer cases.
Case closure through an automated system.
On a monthly basis, Florida’s Department
of Revenue Child Support Enforcement
Ofﬁce identiﬁes case eligibility for
automated closures based on: (1) failure to
locate after three years; (2) lack of support
order (if children are more than 18 years
old, paternity is not an issue, and there are
no arrears, or if children are more than
18 years old, paternity is an issue, there
is no open activity to resolve paternity,
and arrears are less than $500); (3) all
obligations are paid, or (4) all children
are emancipated (if all accounts are closed
with no arrears).461
The ﬁrst run on this process identiﬁed
27,000 cases for closure. The automated
process is estimated to have saved $275,000
(over a manual process). Further, the
implementation of this automated process
(which included notice to custodial

In 1999, Arizona developed an automated
closure program that assesses cases against
federal closure criteria. Depending on
the criteria met, the system automatically
initiates notiﬁcations to custodial parents
that their cases will be closed unless
additional information is provided
(including locate-related data). The system
also generates a work list for caseworkers,
specifying action needed to achieve closure
on cases. During FY 1999, this program
closed an estimated 16,000 cases.462
Case closure through assessment of
case information. In October 1998,
Montgomery County, Maryland, began
a case management/closure initiative
designed to improve the completeness
and accuracy of data in its automated
CSE system, and to identify cases eligible
for closure under federal guidelines.
As a result of this project, 1,300 cases
were closed due to insufﬁcient locate
information, and 1,300 cases were closed
because the custodial parent no longer
wanted to pursue child support. The cost
of this project was $15,000, which came
from State and regular matching funds.
The County’s advice based on this project
is noteworthy: “The project is simple to
administer and can be completed with little
disruption to regular staff routines. States
with high numbers of former TANF cases
will see the greatest results. The modest
costs of performing this initiative can
be recovered through increased federal
incentives earned by the state.”463 Because
CSSD serves a predominantly current and
former TANF population, this approach
may be appropriate here.464

Recommendations
Based on the Project team’s understanding
of the new Vertical Prosecution Plan
(VPP) and the successful strategies used
by other jurisdictions, we offer these
recommendations to improve the District’s
case management.
i. Address stafﬁng levels, job vacancies,
and job retention.
Data show a direct correlation between
increased stafﬁng levels and improved
program performance, allowing staff to
devote more personalized attention to a
smaller number of cases465 and improve
establishment and collection rates. CSSD
needs to ﬁll job vacancies promptly, and
the Ofﬁce of the Attorney General needs
to strategize to improve and reward
retention. CSSD is currently designing a
worker certiﬁcation program which should
help increase the skill level and retention
of some employees, although it is unclear
if and how this will impact the attorneys
in the Legal Section. Improved results on
federal performance measures can bring
additional federal incentive money which
can be used to further reduce caseloads.
The implementation of the VPP may
encourage CSSD attorneys to remain in
the agency longer by cultivating a sense of
ownership for cases. OAG needs to further
invest in attorney retention if the VPP is to
have its desired effects on CSSD customers.
ii. Design a meaningful case sorting
strategy based on caseload.
Recognizing the diversity of the caseload
and organizing its operations accordingly
would help CSSD maximize its capacity
to serve families and, as CSSD recognizes,
would permit CSSD to allocate its resources
more effectively, targeting services to noncustodial parents who cannot pay and
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parents) enhanced the productivity of
caseworkers by allowing them to focus on
management of live cases. This project was
funded by federal matching funds.
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enforcement mechanisms to those who
can pay and do not. Lack of analytical
data on the caseload is a substantial
obstacle to this process, but in the short
term, VPP teams can develop internal
sorting strategies for cases including
sorting by multiple case obligors or
non-veriﬁed employment, for example,
to tease out potential problem cases.466
Alternatively, cases could be sorted by
their relationship to public beneﬁts
so that the TANF, former TANF and,
especially, transitioning TANF cases
get increased attention.467 Case sorting
strategies would encourage CSSD staff
to develop and employ problem-solving
techniques that can result in higher rates
of establishment and collection. For
the longer term, the current method
of assigning cases to courtrooms on a
random basis does not lend itself to an
optimal case management system for
CSSD. We believe the potential beneﬁts
of case sorting are compelling enough to
warrant a serious and thoughtful review
by the court of the way it calendars child
support cases to determine if other
strategies might better support CSSD
in a case differentiation management
strategy.
Case sorting would provide the
opportunity to implement realistic and
ﬂexible practices that encourage rather
than dissuade the regular payment
of child support by low-income noncustodial parents. For example, research
has found that personal contact can
substantially improve appearance rates468
and using personal connections to reach
low-income non-custodial parents is also
valuable.
iii. Develop relationships with
community service providers to support
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families seeking long-term gains in
exchange for short term relief.
Given the large low-income caseload,
the District needs child support policies
that support temporary adjustments
for obligors who are taking action
to improve their circumstances.
Community service providers should
be encouraged to discuss available
resources with CSSD case workers
who, in turn, should demonstrate a
willingness to support these positive
efforts. It will be easier to reach service
providers than parents with this message
of willingness to help, but successes in
this area will ﬁlter down and reach the
audience of custodial and non-custodial
parents who are most likely to beneﬁt.
The Paternity and Outreach Section staff
has begun to make inroads in this area.
Casework staff need to follow up with
supportive and receptive responses.
iv. Continue to partner with IMA
and ﬁnd ways to eliminate barriers to
customer cooperation.
Both CSSD and IMA should be
commended for the compassionate
approach they take to non-cooperation
by custodial parents. Both agencies
appear to understand that custodial
parents frequently have legitimate
reasons for not pursuing child support
and, while complying with the federal
mandates, both agencies want to give
custodial parents as much ﬂexibility
as possible to make their own choices.
However, custodial parents do not
necessarily have accurate or sufﬁcient
information or enough ﬂexibility
to make the best choices for their
children. Too often, they rely on word
of mouth or use a child support order
as a weapon or revenge against a badly
behaving ex-partner. The agencies

where they have worked out other
means of sharing resources and taking
care of children.
v. CSSD should establish an ongoing
and sustainable case closure policy.
Best practices suggest that a “minimum”
case closure strategy of “review[ing]
arrears-only cases that have no payments
in three years and no reported income
for possible case closure” should
be implemented.469 This effort will
be greatly facilitated by improved
automation, but should not be placed
on hold until such a system is available.
An organized case-closing effort would
aid both current caseload and federal
reporting numbers.
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need to work on ensuring that custodial
parents are sufﬁciently educated about
the child support process and what it
means immediately and in the future,
especially for their children. Improving
services to non-custodial parents can
help, since some custodial parents are
being protective not only of themselves
and their children but of their partners.
(For further discussion of this issue, see
Part IV, Section A, Chapter 1: Outreach
and Early Intervention.) Additionally,
in order to secure cooperation from
more custodial parents, DC should
codify rules for unmarried parents who
are cohabitating, so that couples with
such arrangements are not forced to
participate in the child support system
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The ﬁrst step in establishing a child
support order in a judicially-based system
like DC’s is serving the non-custodial
parent with process or an ofﬁcial notice to
appear in court for a hearing at a speciﬁc
date and time. Locating the non-custodial
parent in order to serve him/her requires
access to good information and a variety of
tools. This presents a particular challenge
in DC, where a majority of the cases are
initiated through mandatory referrals from
the welfare system, since many of the cases
are initiated for custodial parents who
do not necessarily want to pursue child
support.
As mentioned earlier, the federal
government has invested heavily in
improved tools to locate non-custodial
parents by developing various databases,
directories, and programs for state use, in
addition to mandating the development of
such data uses in the state level. Every state
has access to the Federal Parent Locator
Services (FPLS), which allows proactive
data matching with other databases, such as
the National Directory of New Hires, and
can relay information about employment,
wages, and existing child support cases of
non-custodial parents. Every state also has
its own database systems, such as a local
new hire directory and databases for local
agencies, like the Department of Motor
Vehicles. The key to using these systems
is having a Social Security number or full
name and birth date of the non-custodial
parent. This information, however, is
typically available only from the custodial
parent, whose cooperation is crucial. In
addition, these systems rely heavily on
non-custodial parents being involved in
the traditional economy, so they must be
employed “above board” and/or pay taxes,
Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

have other child support orders in place, or
alternatively, they could be participating in
a public beneﬁts program. The absence of
these activities means they remain invisible
to the system and, therefore difﬁcult, if not
impossible, to locate.
As also noted earlier, even though the
custodial parent is usually the best source
of information regarding the non-custodial
parent, some custodial parents may not
have the necessary information. Others
may receive informal support from the
non-custodial parent and not want to
jeopardize either the support or the
relationship by turning the matter over
to a government agency. Some may fear
retribution from the non-custodial parent
for “turning him/her in.” And others may
believe that providing information will not
result in any money because they know
the non-custodial parent cannot provide
support. Many of these custodial parents
simply do not see a beneﬁt to themselves
or their children from participating in the
ofﬁcial child support system.
Even when the non-custodial parent is
successfully located service can still be a
challenge. Service by mail is an option, but
CSSD attorneys prefer personal delivery so
that judges will attach a bench warrant in
the case of non-appearance. As a result,
the ﬁrst encounter that most non-custodial
parents have with the child support system
is service of process, typically an ofﬁcial and
unfriendly encounter. Given high levels
of illiteracy and lack of familiarity with
the civil legal system, many non-custodial
parents have difﬁculty understanding
the meaning of the notice and lack
information about how to navigate the
process successfully.
Child support agencies dealing with

Federal Mandates
Federal law provides detailed timelines for
the processing of cases and requires that an
expedited administrative or judicial process
be in place to manage establishment,
monitoring and enforcement of child
support470 In 1988, the federal government
also mandated that all states have a
computerized child support enforcement
system that performs certain speciﬁed
functions.471 OCSE has provided both
ﬁnancial support and substantial technical
guidance in order to bring states into
compliance with this regulation.472
For non-public assistance cases, custodial

parents ﬁll out an application and pay a
$5 application fee.473 The application can
either be picked up at CSSD or printed
from the web, and it may be returned via
mail, fax, or in person. The application
seeks basic information about the noncustodial parent, including Social Security
number, appearance, address, date of birth,
employer, health insurance availability, and
similar information about the custodial
parent and the children. The application
also contains various agreements that
require a signature.
For public assistance cases, the application
must be provided to the requester the day
of the request or sent to the individual
within ﬁve working days.474 For all cases
referred to the IV-D agency through public
assistance programs or for those applying
for services under Section 302.33 (Services
to individuals not receiving Title IV-A or
Title IV-E foster care assistance), the IV-D
agency must open a case record within 20
calendar days.475 45 CFR § 303.3 requires
that the child support agency must attempt
to locate all non-custodial parents, sources
of income and/or assets when location is
needed to take action.476
If a case requires locate services (i.e., the
custodial parent has not provided sufﬁcient
information, or the non-custodial parent
cannot be located through a basic search
process), the agency has 75 calendar days
to use all appropriate locate resources.477
Within 90 calendar days of locating the
alleged non-custodial parent, the agency
must establish an order for support,
complete service procedures to establish a
support order, or establish paternity.478
Child support agencies are required to
move 75 percent of cases from service of
process to establishment within six months,
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a predominantly low-income urban
population such as DC face these and
many other challenges in providing
efﬁcient and successful locate services
and service of process. Encouraging
custodial parents to provide accurate and
sufﬁcient information, effectively giving
notice to non-custodial parents, providing
them with proper information about
child support, and creating incentives
for compliance require an investment of
time and resources. Many jurisdictions
have improved their service functions in
order to cultivate a more productive initial
relationship with non-custodial parents.
This front-end investment has contributed
to greater appearance rates in court to
establish orders. This Chapter discusses
the various practices child support
agencies in other jurisdictions have used
to improve both locate and service of
process functions. With the recognition
that CSSD works with a particularly difﬁcult
population, this chapter will examine the
ways in which the agency can implement
and learn from these practices.
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and 90 percent within 12 months.479
Service may be effectuated by certiﬁed
mail with return receipt requested or
by separate ﬁrst-class mail.480 Generally,
except for default judgments in paternity
disputes, an unreturned certiﬁed mail
receipt is sufﬁcient for accomplishing
service of process provided that the ﬁrstclass mail notice is unreturned.481
In DC, a hearing must occur within 45
days from the date the application for the
establishment or modiﬁcation of child
support is ﬁled with the court.482 If a noncustodial parent has not been properly
served within 45 days, the hearing will be
held anyway to continue the case for 30-90
days so that a second attempt at service may
be made.

Challenges in the District
Before addressing the speciﬁc challenges
in the system, it is useful to give a brief
overview of how cases work their way
through CSSD. Regardless of how a
case is ﬁled, it is ofﬁcially opened by
CSSD’s Intake department. Based on the
information available, this case is then sent
to one of three places: (1) the Locate Unit
(if location is unknown), (2) the Interstate
Unit (if the non-custodial parent resides in
another state), or (3) the Legal Section (to
ﬁle the case with the court).483
In DC, the locate process is partially
automated.484 To aid this process, the
1996 Welfare Reform legislation created
a Federal Parent Locator Service (FPLS)
that consists of a National Directory of
New Hires and a Federal Case Registry.485
If information entered by Intake matches
information in the FPLS, the name appears
on a computer-generated task list for a
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process server, along with a priority level.486
If there is no information match, a task
list is generated for the locate worker,
directing the worker to check a variety of
sources.487
The sources to which locate workers have
access include: DC New Hires Database,488
DC DMV records, DC Department of
Corrections databases, Bureau of Prisons
information, other DC Metropolitan Police
databases, Accurint, Lexis/Nexis, WALE,
DC Department of Human Services’
ACEDS (Automated Client Eligibility
Determination System), the Multistate
or DC Financial Institution Data Match
system, federal food stamp listings, and
free internet tools (e.g., phonebooks and
reverse phone number look-ups).489 As
part of the process, locate workers attempt
to cross-reference the non-custodial
parent’s Social Security number and date of
birth, as well as cross-reference any Social
Security number and address information
that may be available.490 A speciﬁc CSSD
employee is charged with verifying Social
Security information and has an internal
deadline of 20 days to process this before
moving the case along.491
Before an order can be established, the
non-custodial parent must be properly
served. Service of process is the formal
delivery of documents, which at the onset
of a case typically includes a notice and
summons to appear, and the petition or
complaint that initiates a court action.
Proper service can be effectuated by several
means. The method preferred by DC
courts is personal service, which entails
personally delivering the complaint to the
respondent at his residence or place of
employment.492 This mechanism is most
likely to provide the non-custodial parent
with actual notice of the proceeding.

In April 2006, successful service of process
occurred in approximately 53 percent
of cases, which is well-below the national
average and the agency goal of 70 percent,
though an increase from the 32 percent
success rate reported in April 2005.494 Thus
far in FY 2007, CSSD has increased the
number of notices served by approximately
35 percent, though the rate has remained
the same because of streamlined
procedures leading to additional courtready cases. Despite this improvement, the
failure to effectuate service in nearly half
of its cases is problematic not only because
it delays a case from being resolved (and
money going to the custodial household),
but it also wastes the time and resources of
the court, CSSD who must call the hearing
anyway, and the custodial parent, who
typically appears not knowing that service
has not been completed.
DC’s successful service percentage is low
for two signiﬁcant reasons. First, the
Locate Unit frequently does not have
accurate locate information for the noncustodial parent. In fact, in 2005, more
than one-third of all persons needing to be
served had no known address.495 Second,
CSSD seeks to personally serve each noncustodial parent rather than using the
alternatives authorized in the DC Code.
Its reluctance to serve by these alternate
mechanisms is based on the unwillingness
of the courts to issue bench warrants for

failures to appear pursuant to notices that
were mailed or substitute served.496
In 2005, CSSD began sending “courtesy
copies” of the complaint/hearing notice to
both non-custodial and custodial parents.
This allows the non-custodial parent to
appear “voluntarily” even if he has not
been ofﬁcially served. Though service via
certiﬁed mail is currently accomplished in
many other jurisdictions, including Prince
George’s County and Philadelphia,497 CSSD
believes that without the ability to secure a
bench warrant, this alternative service has
no more value than the courtesy copy and
is also more expensive. 498 CSSD believes
that it is hard to convince the courts to
issue bench warrants even in the case of
personal and limited substituted service,499
though DC Appleseed witnessed no such
reluctance on the part of the judges. CSSD
estimates that it would need an additional
25 process servers to complete personal
service on all of its cases within the allotted
timeframe, and thereby retain the option
of securing bench warrants.
An analysis of this issue, including a costbeneﬁt analysis of the effectiveness of
bench warrants, should be conducted to
determine whether increasing capacity to
perform personal service is justiﬁed, or if
less expensive alternative forms of service
would be more efﬁcient.

Case Origination
As noted, in the District, as in all states,
most cases originate either through
application by the custodial parent or
referral from the IV-A agency (the state
agency responsible for providing public
assistance through Title IV, Part A of the
Social Security Act), which in DC is the
Department of Human Services, Income
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District of Columbia law also allows
“substituted service” if the complaint
cannot be delivered to the non-custodial
parent. Substituted service occurs when
the complaint is delivered to an adult
other than the non-custodial parent at
his residence or place of employment.493
Service by certiﬁed mail is also permitted
under DC law.

147

Findings and Recommendations to Improve the District’s Child Support System
148

Maintenance Administration. 500 In DC,
about 72 percent of child support cases
involve referrals from IMA, either current
or former TANF recipients.501 The
remaining 28 percent involve people who
have never received public assistance and
whose cases would have originated through
a direct application to CSSD.
If a custodial parent applies for TANF, she
is obligated to assign her support rights to
the District502 and provide IMA with certain
information about the non-custodial
parent during her TANF interview.503 At
all IMA ofﬁces other than the Anacostia
ofﬁce, IMA staff ask the custodial parent
questions regarding the non-custodial
parent, then enter this information into
a computer database that automatically
transmits the information to CSSD. At
the Anacostia ofﬁce, a CSSD employee
interviews the TANF applicants while they
are waiting to be interviewed by IMA to
obtain additional information for CSSD
case intake.504 This external placement of
a CSSD employee is a byproduct of a 2006
co-location grant from OCSE which was
designed to increase the quality of child
support information collected and improve
collaboration between the two systems and
their employees.
Since the majority of CSSD’s cases are
TANF or former TANF cases, it is important
to consider problems that arise in the
TANF context. As described earlier,
IMA conducts initial TANF interviews,
one part of which is collecting from
TANF applicants the basic information
necessary to process a child support case
through CSSD. Although federal and DC
law mandate that IV-A agencies collect
this information, the information is not
essential to the TANF process. In fact,
some IMA workers do not believe that child
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support is beneﬁcial to their clients and
are not motivated to assist in the process.
The incomplete information retrieved
may reﬂect the lack of importance that
IMA apparently gives to collecting this
information.505 Furthermore, there is no
ﬁnancial incentive for IMA to improve its
child support role because, unlike other
jurisdictions where the TANF program
bears the cost of any child support
penalties, CSSD pays back any money
that IMA loses due to poor child support
performance. This structure is based on
the belief that keeping TANF sufﬁciently
funded causes the least amount of harm
to children in the short and long term, a
belief worth examining.506
Similarly, although federal law allows an IVA agency to penalize TANF recipients for
not cooperating with child support unless
there is a good cause exemption,507 the
penalties are minimal often non-existent,
in DC.508 CSSD recognizes that many of
those receiving TANF may not want to
jeopardize their relationship with the noncustodial parent or may be worried about
domestic violence.509 This is conﬁrmed by
our research. Some mothers interviewed
did not believe that turning over paternity
information was “worth it.”510 Some were
concerned that if they reported paternity
and got CSSD involved, the father would
be upset and not want to support the child
either formally or informally. They did not
want to jeopardize their existing informal
support relationship with the father and
even the $150 pass-through amount was
not substantial enough to risk losing this
informal support. Others explained that
they knew the fathers did not collect
regular paychecks that could be subject
to wage withholding. Still others were
skeptical of IMA and CSSD, either because
of past experiences or a general distrust of
government agencies.511

CSSD’s Intake Procedures

In order to obtain more information,
Intake sends a letter to the custodial
parent asking her to come to CSSD for
an interview or send information via
mail. The forms no longer need to be
notarized before they are returned to
CSSD, and the face-to-face interviews are
now optional. (Until relatively recently,
both were requirements of CSSD, which
signiﬁcantly slowed the process.515)
CSSD has noticed that this change of
procedure has increased the response rate
for receiving completed forms, and also
increased the quality of participation in
the interviews (those who now participate
in the interviews are more likely to share
information that will help in the locate
process).516 As a result CSSD can now meet
the 20-day case-initiation deadline for a
greater number of cases.517 Based on the
information gathered through this process,

CSSD’s Locate Function
The Locate Unit has two types of staff:
outside investigators that serve process518
and inside investigators who search for
the non-custodial parent, working from
task lists generated by CSSD’s computer
system (District of Columbia Child Support
Enforcement System (DCCSES)).519
If within 75 days Locate is unable to
ﬁnd the non-custodial parent using all
available locate sources, the case enters
an automated locate function.520 The
information about the non-custodial parent
is subject to quarterly matches against the
FPLS. If no match is made within one
year (without a Social Security number) or
within three years (with a Social Security
number), the case can be closed. CSSD
sends a ﬁnal letter to the custodial parent
notifying her that if no new information
is received, CSSD will close the case. 521
Custodial parents are often unaware of how
this automated locate process functions.

CSSD’s Service Functions
Between four and seven process servers
(investigators) work in the CSSD Locate/
Service Unit. The Service component
handles about 1400 summons per month.522
For comparison, with a staff of twelve,
Philadelphia serves about 4,000 summonses
monthly by personal service, certiﬁed mail,
substituted service, and posted service
(the legality of which is unclear in cases
not involving “real property”).523 In the
District, investigators generally attempt
to serve approximately ten non-custodial
Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System
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CSSD’s Intake Unit has 12 specialists and
3 support staff.512 The intake manager
delegates each new case to an intake staff
member, with the exception of domestic
violence cases where one specialist handles
all stages of those cases.513 The intake
case workers perform a preliminary
investigation on the ﬁle to determine
where to send the case next. First, the case
worker determines if there is any other
open CSSD case concerning the same
non-custodial parent. If there is another
open case, or if the custodial parent was
able to provide an address for the noncustodial parent either through the IMA
process or on their application, Intake
conﬁrms the address and sends the case
directly to the Legal Section.514 If there is
no open case or address, Intake attempts to
contact the custodial parent to obtain more
information.

Intake determines whether the case should
be sent to Legal, the Interstate department,
or to the Locate/Service Unit.
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parents per week and work 8:15 a.m.
- 4:45 p.m. and do not work evenings or
weekends.524 Typically, the process servers
spend the mornings in the ofﬁce reviewing
their ﬁles and conducting “mini-locates
to conﬁrm addresses.”525 Process servers
try to effectuate personal service in the
afternoons, 526 though many non-custodial
parents are not home during these hours.
The Metropolitan Police Department also
assists CSSD in serving notices, receiving
about 100 summons per month.
CSSD has faced challenges in the area
of personal service. First, even where
investigators have accurate information,
they do not always understand the legal
requirements for service.527 For example,
some investigators believe that they cannot
personally serve a non-custodial parent at
their place of employment or outside of
the District, though such service is allowed
under DC Code.528 Poor performance by
individual investigators has been noted in
separate research.529 Third, personal servers
must be willing to serve non-custodial
parents when non-custodial parents are
most likely to be at home or work and
where non-custodial parents are most likely
to live or work. This means service in all
neighborhoods of the District of Columbia,
even those perceived to be dangerous.530
Fourth, when a service attempt has failed,
servers do not always report the reasons.
This can interfere with the success of
subsequent attempts. Lastly, investigators
do not always ﬁll out the summons form so
that it will be admissible in court to prove
that service occurred.531 CSSD is taking
steps to address some of these challenges.
Among the initiatives that CSSD “has or is
in the process of implementing”:
■ Exploring alternative work hours with
the Flexible Investigator Work Hours
Pilot Program.532 Its purpose is to
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explore the effectiveness of attempting
service of process outside of regular
business hours. The program will
extend investigators’ work hours to
8:00 p.m. one day per week to increase
the likelihood the non-custodial
parent will be home when the
investigator tries to serve him. If the
late-hours stage of the pilot program
results in increased service, the
program will advance to the second
stage, which will alter work schedules
to allow investigators to attempt
service of process on Saturdays.
■ Working with traditionally difﬁcult
employers to establish a protocol for
serving process on their employees;
■ Revising the Memorandum of
Understanding with the Metropolitan
Police Department’s Paternity and
Warrant Squad and improving
communication between the Squad
and CSSD;
■ Partnering with the Prince George’s
County Sheriff’s Department to
facilitate process service in that
jurisdiction; and
■ Providing comprehensive training for
investigators.
The effectiveness of these efforts will be
measured in increased rates of successful
service of process.
In addition to the service protocol, service
of process represents additional challenges.
From a psychological perspective, noncustodial parents can perceive the opening
of legal process through compulsory means
to be unduly adversarial and negative.
Many non-custodial parents believe the

CSSD is attempting to address these issues.
Since August 2006, CSSD’s Enforcement
Unit has been contacting non-custodial
parents by telephone to inform them of
the pending child support proceeding
and upcoming hearing date in an effort to
encourage their voluntary participation in
the process.534 CSSD encourages the noncustodial parent to voluntarily appear for
the hearing and to bring their last two pay
stubs and a copy of any paperwork that they
have received. If the non-custodial parent
appears at the hearing without being
ofﬁcially served, CSSD tells the parent
that he or she is under no obligation to be
there. If the non-custodial parent is not
prepared to participate in the process that
day, CSSD asks for willingness to accept
service for a later court date. CSSD also
tells the non-custodial parents that they
have the right to leave the hearing.535
Additionally, CSSD is currently working
to implement a Voluntary Service of
Process Pilot Program.536 Its purpose is
to encourage non-custodial parents to
voluntarily submit to CSSD and accept
service of process. The program will
involve sending initial contact letters to
non-custodial parents and providing them
a limited period of time during which they
can retrieve a copy of the paperwork at
the CSSD ofﬁce. After that period expires,

CSSD advises the non-custodial parents
that CSSD will attempt service of process,
which may include the Metropolitan Police
Department or contact to their places of
employment. It is not entirely clear what
the non-custodial parent gains from this
inconvenience, except perhaps being
spared the embarrassment of process
service at home or work.
CSSD’s pre-service procedures have not
been well-received by the courts. CSSD
believes the courts ﬁnd the procedures
potentially coercive and worries that CSSD
may contact people directly who have legal
representation. CSSD, however, states that
the calls are scripted and monitored and
that the content of the calls is appropriate
and helpful to the non-custodial parent.
Further, CSSD believes that this mechanism
in conjunction with the Voluntary Service
Pilot Program allows them to make contact
with a non-custodial parent in a non-hostile
way to establish orders.

Best Practices
Reviewing employer compliance with
reporting mandates. Some states have
been successful in creatively mining
available data to rectify problems with their
locate function. For instance, Minnesota
conducted a compliance review with the
new hire reporting laws to ﬁnd out which
employers may not be complying with the
requirement to report all new hires to the
state New Hire Reporting Center within 20
days of the employee starting work. To do
this, Minnesota generated a list of possibly
non-compliant employers by eliminating
all employers who had reported a new hire
within the last six months from a larger
list of all employers within the state (as
maintained by the Minnesota Department
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system is “against them” personally from
the outset. Additionally, many noncustodial parents may not fully understand
the substance of the documents they
receive and the procedures they describe.
This risk is enhanced by the District’s
low literacy rates: nearly 75,000 District
residents lack a high school diploma and
37 percent read at or below the third-grade
level. More than 150,000 residents lack the
basic literacy skills needed to get or hold an
entry-level job.533
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of Revenue). Then, Minnesota eliminated
multi-state employers who had reported
a new hire to another state within the
last six months (through use of the
federal new hire database). Through this
process, Minnesota was able to identify
approximately 87,000 employers (out of
a total of 150,033) who had not made a
report to the New Hire Reporting Center
within the last six months. Although some
of these employers may not have made
a new hire within the last six months,
Minnesota mailed brochures on the new
hire reporting program to all of these
employers, both to provide a “gentle”
reminder of the requirements and to
educate employers on the reporting
process. Minnesota was encouraged with
the results of the program in that 3,000
new employees were added to the new hire
database following the mailings.537
Accessing cell phone records to improve
locate functions. States have found
other ways to improve the locate process.
Virginia was ﬁrst to subpoena cell phone
billing records to locate delinquent noncustodial parents and has garnered praise
for its innovative process. The subpoenas
are strictly limited to ﬁnding addresses and
not calling histories. A coordinated effort
between the Virginia Ofﬁce of the Attorney
General and the Child Support Agency
enlisted the voluntary cooperation of cell
phone companies to conduct data matches
between their customer records and
child support clients.538 As of November
2006, Virginia has issued more than 4,500
subpoenas to cell phone companies to
locate non-custodial parents.539 Virginia’s
success rate has been impressive, with 40
to 50 percent of the subpoenas producing
locate information. Virginia continues
to reﬁne its procedures by working with
cell phone companies to develop a more
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effective matching process and to impress
upon the cell phone companies the mutual
beneﬁt of automated data matches. A
new automated quarterly match with
two companies was began at the end of
2006, and other companies are expected
to follow in 2007.540 OCSE has formed
a national committee on the use of cell
phone numbers to gain information on
parent location, and CSSD is participating
on the committee.

Service Best Practices
Increased pre-service outreach and
information to non-custodial parents.
Like the District of Columbia, Colorado
has a high percentage of low-income
non-custodial parents and a high child
support default rate.541 Denver County, in
particular, is a highly urbanized area with
a high currently- or formerly-incarcerated
population.542 Colorado wanted to increase
participation by non-custodial parents in
order to lower its default rate. The Division
of Child Support Enforcement (CSE)
also wanted more accurate and current
information on which to base orders, as
well as an improved image and relationship
with non-custodial parents.
Colorado recently implemented a
demonstration grant in Denver and
Jefferson Counties to test strategies to
promote the participation of non-custodial
parents. For service functions, the project
used a variety of mail, telephone, and
other methods to encourage non-custodial
parent participation with the system
and establish rapport with them.543 This
outreach occurred before service was
attempted. The case worker sent a “contact
us” letter explaining that the custodial
parent had applied for services, the non-

The San Francisco County’s California
Department of Child Support Services
(DCSS) developed another program aimed
at improving locate and service functions,
called Enhanced Parental Involvement
Collaboration (EPIC).547 Goals of the
program included increasing efforts to
contact non-custodial parents before
serving papers, educating them about the
child support process, and encouraging
their participation. DCSS believes it is
very important to take advantage of early
opportunities to communicate information
and establish a good relationship while
they have the attention of non-custodial
parents.
As part of the EPIC Program, before
attempting service DCSS sends a “come
and get it” letter to non-custodial parents.
Written in simple, plain language, the
letter informs them of the case ﬁled,
identiﬁes the children who are at issue,
and encourages the non-custodial parents
to contact DCSS.548 During the evaluation
program, approximately 18 percent of the
non-custodial parents responded to the
letter and contacted DCSS. If the noncustodial parent does not respond to the
initial letter, DCSS performs additional
pre-service outreach, which consists of

attempting to make telephone contact with
the non-custodial parent (or obtaining
assistance from others to reach the noncustodial parent, such as family members,
an employer, social worker, prison ofﬁcial
or other agency representatives). If
contact is made, the case-worker speaks
to the non-custodial parent either in
person or by phone and explains the child
support process. Information discussed
includes (1) explanation of the summons
and complaint; (2) the reasons for the
case; (3) opportunity for genetic testing
for paternity; (4) how child support is
calculated; (5) how to formally appear and
obtain a court date, and (6) any special
needs of the non-custodial parents (e.g.,
interpreters or guardian ad litem). Almost
all of the interviews in the evaluation
program resulted in either a stipulation or
a ﬁled answer. Overall, the non-custodial
parent response rate after this type of
outreach was 52.1 percent.
If there is no response from the noncustodial parent, process servers attempt
personal service. These service documents
included a “friendly ﬂyer” to explain the
documents and how the non-custodial
parent can obtain assistance. The process
server encourages the non-custodial parent
to contact the agency and take advantage
of his available options.
The success of the EPIC program was
impressive. Using a variety of pre-service
outreach efforts, DCSS obtained a 70
percent response rate prior to formal
process service, and 88.5 percent of those
contacted through all methods participated
in the establishment process.549 The EPIC
default rate was 11.5 percent compared
to 64.7 percent for the control group.550
Among EPIC cases, collections were 15.96
percent higher, collections on cases with
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custodial parent may be the father of the
child, that paternity testing is available,
and encouraging the non-custodial parent
to contact CSE for an appointment.544 In
addition to the letter, the case worker
attempted to contact the non-custodial
parent by telephone to explain the nature
of the proceedings, identify barriers
to child support payments, and make
appropriate referrals to legal service
providers.545 CSE reported a 44 percent
non-custodial parent response rate to the
letter.546
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arrears were 13.55 percent higher, and
support distributed to custodial parents was
5.32 percent higher. DCSS, recognizing
the success of the EPIC program, created
a fulltime EPIC team and all new cases
requiring establishment of orders now use
the EPIC process.
Increasing hours and quality control.
Philadelphia has improved its service rates
by more thoroughly investigating their
locate information before attempting
service. Philadelphia also has staff available
for service on evenings and weekends,
and employs an individual responsible
for quality control to conduct random
ride-alongs with process servers to ensure
quality and verify accuracy of afﬁdavits.

Recommendations
Locate Recommendations.
i. CSSD should continue and strengthen
collaboration with IMA.
DC’s co-location project improved the
quality of the information obtained
from TANF interviews and should be
continued, and possibly expanded, by
CSSD. Additionally, CSSD should work
with IMA staff to help them understand
the value of child support to the child
and the importance of obtaining helpful
locate information so that they can solicit
paternity and child support information
more effectively. Also, during the initial
interview, CSSD should conﬁrm locate
information with the custodial parent.
CSSD staff have indicated reluctance to
share locate information with custodial
parents for this purpose because of safety
concerns for non-custodial parents.
Conﬁdentiality in this circumstance,
however, should be the exception rather
Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

than the rule. Given the relatively low
instance of life- threatening female to male
domestic violence, and the beneﬁt of using
the custodial parent’s ﬁrst-hand knowledge
of the non-custodial parent, concealing the
non-custodial parent’s address should be
based on some indication that safety may
be an issue.
ii. Ensure compatibility of computer
systems.
For locate searches, CSSD should make
sure that any new computer systems have
full compatibility to conduct automated
matches with other agencies, in as close
to real-time as possible, to identify the
location of non-custodial parents and
minimize any inefﬁciencies within the
system.
iii. Implement the use of cell phone records
for locate purposes.
CSSD should expedite its plans to use cell
phone billing information to locate noncustodial parents. An estimated 65 percent
of the total U.S. population owns a cell
phone. Using the knowledge base that the
state of Virginia has already developed,
and the OCSE committee is developing,
the appropriate DC agencies can take
advantage of this new era-appropriate
method to locate non-custodial parents.

Service Recommendations.
iv. Strengthen investigator training.
As proposed, CSSD process servers should
get adequate training to fully understand
service rules according to federal law the
DC Code and any updates thereto on a
recurring basis. CSSD, in collaboration
with management, top performing
employees, and union representatives,
should develop job performance

v. Consider process service the earliest
form of customer service for non-custodial
parents.
Similar to San Francisco and Denver,
CSSD should use personal service as a
constructive way to educate non-custodial
parents on child support processes and
procedures. Although this process may
not necessarily improve service rates in
the short term, the process will beneﬁt the
non-custodial parents by encouraging their
participation.
CSSD should continue to reach out to noncustodial parents through its Voluntary
Service of Process Pilot Program. However,
CSSD should ensure that non-custodial
parents beneﬁt from participation in this
program, and should consider providing
ﬁnancial or other incentives to encourage
participation.
The courts need to work with CSSD to
ﬁnd ways to reach non-custodial parents
that will satisfy the courts’ concerns
about coerciveness but also serve the
community’s interest in engaging noncustodial parents in non-adversarial ways..
For example, in addition to including
CSSD’s contact information and a request
for the non-custodial to voluntarily appear,
CSSD could include simple literature about
the child support program, non-custodial
parents rights and obligations (such as the
right to counsel and to a paternity test),
the identities of legal referral agencies
and other resources available to the non-

custodial parent (such as fatherhood
programs, and employment programs,).
Information should be provided at the
time of service and not after an order is
in place, as is currently practiced. Such a
mechanism would allow CSSD to “open the
door” in a friendly but informative manner.
Providing additional resources in the letter
not only educates the non-custodial parent,
but may also make it more likely that he/
she will effectively participate in the child
support process. CSSD should incorporate
similar materials with its service documents
as well.
vi. Make better use of alternative forms of
process service.
CSSD estimates that it would need 25
additional process servers in order to
successfully perform service of process
within the 45 day window for all of its cases.
Clearly this is not viable. CSSD and the
courts need ﬁrst to study the effectiveness
of bench warrants relative to the costs of
personal service, and determine under
what alternative circumstances bench
warrants can be provided in child support
cases. The overriding purpose is not to
increase ex-parte or default orders, but
to increase appearances by non-custodial
parents to participate in establishing
paternity and setting orders. CSSD and
the Court share an interest in this goal
and should work together to ﬁnd fair and
efﬁcient means to accomplish it.

Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

Findings and Recommendations to Improve the District’s Child Support System

standards for process servers so that they
understand their job requirements and
can be supervised effectively. Similar to
Philadelphia, CSSD may want to consider
having management “shadow” process
servers on a random basis to oversee their
performance.
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With the anticipation of a new federal
medical support performance standard
in FY2008, child support agencies are
focusing increased attention on ensuring
that medical support is included in all child
support orders. The DC Council passed
the requirement for medical support
in February 2001, in the Child Support
Welfare Reform Compliance Amendment
Act of 2000.551 Agencies are responsible for
ensuring that both new and existing orders
include a provision for medical support.
The goal of the medical support standard
is to ensure that every child receives the
most comprehensive health care coverage
available to them, whether through private
or public means.
Medical support can be ordered as cash
reimbursement to the government for
Medicaid, cash to the custodial parent
for un-reimbursed medical costs, or
enrollment in private health insurance. As
with ﬁnancial support, the child support
agency is responsible for ensuring that
medical support is provided as ordered. If
one or both parents can obtain healthcare
coverage from private insurance, then it
is in the state’s interest to ensure that the
child is covered through that private policy
so long as the policy is comprehensive and
affordable and the care is accessible to the
custodial parent and child. Sometimes,
private insurance is not the best option; for
example, when the non-custodial parent’s
coverage is limited to a geographic area
to which the custodial parent and child
do not have easy access. Often, however,
neither parent has access to private health
insurance. In DC, where over half of
children live in households where no
parent holds full-time employment552 and is
therefore unlikely to have medical beneﬁts,
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and where approximately 70 percent of
those involved in child support currently
or formerly received TANF, private health
insurance is not always a feasible option.
Many who leave TANF assistance jobless
still rely on some sort of public assistance
and therefore would still qualify for
Medicaid.553 Of those TANF recipients
who are employed only about half have
health insurance from their employers.554
Given the high cost of health care, the
importance of preventive health care
for children and the cost to individuals,
communities, and local health care systems
of caring for the uninsured, the child
support system has a vital role to play in
ensuring that children are adequately
covered.

Federal Mandates
Requirement for Medical Support Orders.
Although there have been a signiﬁcant
number of studies commissioned by,
and recommendations made to, federal
regulatory agencies regarding medical
child support orders, to date there are
relatively few federal mandates governing
medical support. The principal federal
mandate is that all child support orders
enforced through state enforcement
agencies must expressly address the
provision of healthcare coverage under the
enactment of the Personal Responsibility
and Work Opportunity Act of 1996
(PRWORA).555 Since 1984, state child
support agencies have been authorized
to petition for the inclusion of medical
support as part of all child support
orders, with the purpose of increasing
the number of children in single-parent
families with health insurance.556 PRWORA

Obtaining affordable private health
insurance is not always feasible for
parents. Low-income parents who have
no or limited access to private health
care coverage can participate in state
Medicaid programs. Similar to TANF,
Medicaid requires custodial parents to
assign rights to seek private health care
coverage for the child (e.g., from the
non-custodial parent) to the state’s child
support enforcement agency and to
cooperate with that agency in pursuing
the private coverage or cash support
to pay for health care coverage.558 The
custodial parent must also disclose
the paternity of each child covered by
Medicaid and assist with enforcement of
medical support orders against the noncustodial parent.559 If the parent fails or
refuses to assign these rights or cooperate
with the enforcement agency, the parent
can lose his or her right to medical
coverage under Medicaid; however,

the children of that parent do not lose
their coverage.560 When a parent no
longer qualiﬁes for Medicaid, states must
provide Transitional Medical Assistance
(TMA) for a speciﬁed period of time.561
In addition to Medicaid, states may
offer health care coverage through
the State Children’s Health Insurance
Program (“SCHIP”).562 There are
no federal mandates applicable for
SCHIP programs, as SCHIP is a block
grant program that provides increased
federal funds to states to offer health
care coverage to children who are not
income-eligible for Medicaid but have no
private health insurance.563 States may
offer SCHIP coverage through expanded
Medicaid programs, which DC does. If
a state chooses to offer SCHIP coverage
through Medicaid, the assignment and
cooperation requirements apply to the
recipient parent because the children
are considered Medicaid beneﬁciaries.
Again, if the parent fails or refuses
to assign rights to private health care
coverage or to cooperate with the
enforcement of such rights, then the
parent loses eligibility for Medicaid
coverage for himself or herself.

National Medical Support Notice
The Child Support Performance and
Incentive Act of 1998 established the
National Medical Support Notice
(NMSN).564 The NMSN is a standardized
federal form that states must use to
notify employers of their responsibility
to provide health coverage for a child.
Federal law requires all state child
support enforcement agencies to use
the NMSN, which must be sent to the
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requires agencies to provide notice to
employment-related coverage plans
of existing medical support orders or
require plan administrators to enroll
qualiﬁed children, barring parental
objection. Federal law provides that if
affordable private health care coverage
is available to the non-custodial parent,
then that parent must obtain that
coverage for his or her children. States
have been allowed to modify the federal
deﬁnition of “affordable” and some
states have limited the percentage of
income that can be required to be used
toward purchasing health insurance.
In DC, health care coverage is deemed
affordable (i.e., is available at a
reasonable cost) if it is available through
an employer-provided health plan of the
custodial or non-custodial parent.557
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employer, if appropriate, within two
business days after the date of entry of the
obligor’s name in the State Directory of
New Hires.565
The NMSN consists of four documents.
The ﬁrst is Part A- Notice to Withhold
for Health Care Coverage - that is to be
completed by the child support agency
and sent to the employer with the rest of
the packet.566 The second document is
the “Employer Response,” which is the
employer’s opportunity to inform the IVD agency that:
■ The employer does not provide
health care coverage for its
employees.
■ The employee is not eligible for
the health care coverage the
employer provides.
■ The employee has been
terminated or has left that
employment.
■ The deduction for health care
coverage cannot be made within
state or federal withholding
limits and the state’s priority for
withholding.
The employer has 20 business days to
return the “Employer Response,” if
appropriate. If none of these situations
is applicable, then the employer should
comply with the NMSN by enrolling
the child in the health plan. The third
document is Part B – Medical Support
Notice to Plan Administrator - which
should be forwarded to the employer’s
health care administrator for handling.
The ﬁnal document of the NMSN is
the “Plan Administrator Response” that
is to be completed by the health plan
administrator and returned to the child
support agency. This will then be ﬁled
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to establish that medical support is being
provided for the child(ren).

Federal Performance Measures
The Federal Child Support Performance
Measures is the tool used by the federal
government to allocate incentive
payments to the state agencies.567
Beginning in FY 2008, establishment
of medical support will be one of the
performance measures for which states
will be held accountable. As with the
other performance measures, where
states are effectively in competition with
each other for a limited pool of federal
incentive dollars, medical support offers
another chance to increase federal
funding to the District. The performance
measures are designed to measure the
overall effectiveness and efﬁciency
of state child support services. Due
to the impending accountability for
establishment of medical support, this is
an opportunity for CSSD to take steps to
meet federal requirements and beneﬁt
from federal incentive grants. However,
the speciﬁc measures have not been fully
determined and the deﬁnition of medical
support and other essential elements of
this program may be subject to change in
the coming year.

Challenges in the District
The District is one of only a few
jurisdictions to dedicate a unit to
processing medical support. In
preparing for the upcoming federal
performance measure on medical
support establishment, the unit has
reviewed about half of its 27,000 child

During the review of existing cases,
if a support order does not contain
a provision for medical support,
CSSD contacts the custodial parent to
determine whether the child is covered
by private health insurance and, if not,
whether private health insurance is
available. If either is true, CSSD forwards
the case to its legal department to modify
the support order to incorporate a
medical support provision. All support
orders requiring modiﬁcation must
be ﬁled with the DC Superior Court
Family Court for approval. Though
most modiﬁcation requests within the
three-year review timeframe require
demonstration of a substantial change
in circumstance, a case can be reviewed
solely to include a medical support
provision in the child support order.572

According to a December 2002 OCSE
Policy Interpretation Question (PIQ)
memorandum, if the custodial parent
has satisfactory health insurance
coverage other than Medicaid, the child
support agency does not have to petition
for modiﬁcation of the order to require
either the custodial parent or the noncustodial parent to provide coverage.573
Failure to modify the order, however,
could affect the agency’s medical
support performance under the federal
standards.
In DC, if the custodial parent does not
have private insurance, then a motion
for modiﬁcation will be ﬁled and a
hearing scheduled to determine the
health care coverage options of the noncustodial parent.574 If the non-custodial
parent is employed and ordered to begin
providing medical support, CSSD sends
an NMSN to the non-custodial parent’s
employer.575 If the employer determines
that the child is eligible for coverage
under its plan, then the employer sends
the designated portion of the NMSN
to the administrator of the employer’s
group health plan to enroll the
child(ren). However, if multiple health
care options exist under the employer’s
health plan, then the employer sends a
portion of the NMSN back to CSSD to
select the most appropriate health care
option. CSSD contacts the custodial
parent to solicit her input on the
health care option she prefers.576 If
the custodial parent does not respond
or select a health care option within
30 days, then CSSD makes the choice.
There are no agency criteria for making
their choice. Once the selection is made,
the NMSN is sent back to the employer,
and the children are enrolled in the
selected group health plan.

Taking Care of the District’s Children: The Need to Reform DC’s Child Support System

Findings and Recommendations to Improve the District’s Child Support System

support cases established prior to
2004 for inclusion of medical support
provisions.568 CSSD estimated that the
agency needed approximately a year
and a half to review orders set prior to
2004.569 To augment its review, CSSD has
recently sent letters to custodial parents
encouraging them to contact CSSD
if their children do not have health
care coverage or to provide insurance
information if their children are covered
by private health insurance.570 CSSD
estimates that about 50-60 percent
of cases in DC involve children on
Medicaid, followed by cases where the
custodial parent provides the insurance.
The smallest percentage involves cases
where the non-custodial parent provides
the insurance.571 Many working mothers
are eligible for SCHIP coverage (DC
Healthy Families), which is a Medicaid
program for working families. A family
of four can earn up to $30,000 annually
and be eligible for Medicaid.
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If the non-custodial parent is employed,
but is not eligible for employer-provided
health care coverage, then CSSD reviews
the medical support order to determine
whether it obligates the non-custodial
parent to provide alternative coverage.
If it does not, then the case will most
likely need to be reheard in court. CSSD
typically contacts the custodial parent
to determine if other private options
are available for the child. If no other
options exist, or the custodial parent does
not respond, then CSSD returns the case
to court to allow the judge to decide an
appropriate medical support order.
CSSD does not currently conduct a
systematic review of coverage alternatives
once health
care coverage
is in place.
For example,
if affordable
private health
insurance is
unavailable
and coverage
is provided
through
Medicaid,
it is CSSD’s
practice to include in the order that
private coverage be provided if and when
it becomes available. The daily match
against the New Hire Directory will not
trigger a response, however, if the medical
support order is considered satisﬁed.
Similarly, there is no mechanism in place
for ascertaining all potential sources of
coverage. The focal point for coverage
analysis is the custodial or non-custodial
parents and not their households. Very
little or no consideration is given to
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health care coverage available to a stepparent. Moreover, there is no law or
vehicle in DC that requires a step-parent
to obtain such coverage. As a result of
these limitations, it is likely that some
District children are enrolled in Medicaid
when better private coverage is available.
It is worth considering whether legislation
to include step-parents in provision of
private insurance might both enhance
options for children as well as enhance
the ability of CSSD to get “credit” for
additional medical support orders.577
In addition, while medical support
obligations in the District continue until
the child attains age 21, coverage under
employer provided health plans generally
terminates when the child attains age 19,
unless the child is enrolled
full-time in post-secondary
education.578 Currently,
CSSD does not have
procedures in place to
ensure that the obligated
parent continues to
provide private health care
coverage when a child’s
eligibility ceases under
the employer provided
health plan. This means
the child either then lacks
coverage, enrolls in Medicaid if eligible,
or is covered by the custodial parent in
contradiction of the existing court order.
Some other jurisdictions also experience
this difﬁculty and are addressing it in
a number of ways, as will be discussed
in the next section. CSSD has recently
included the investigation of this issue in
the strategic plan of the Medical Support
Unit.

Best Practices
Employer outreach regarding NMSNs.
The NMSN is an extensive and
complicated document and requires

action by state agencies, employers,
and health plan administrators within
certain prescribed time periods. As
with any action that requires the
concerted efforts of multiple entities,
outreach and education are necessary
to ensure that the process is orderly and
efﬁcient. Some jurisdictions, like New
Jersey, hold meetings with employers,
plan administrators, payroll associates,
human resources organizations, and
chambers of commerce to heighten
familiarity with the NMSN. In addition,
New Jersey’s child support enforcement
agency prepares and distributes fact
sheets, brochures, Frequently Asked
Questions (FAQ) sheets, and information
packages to all stakeholders.580 Several
jurisdictions have established a tollfree hot line and
internet website
that employers and
plan administrators
can use to obtain
information
regarding NMSNs
or the process for
implementing
coverage pursuant
to an NMSN.581
In addition, New
York’s child support enforcement
agency created a cover letter for the
NMSN, providing a quick reference for
the NMSN process and timelines for
the employer and plan administrator.
To augment the state child support
agency’s efforts, New York’s Department
of Labor included articles regarding
the NMSN in its newsletter, and New
York’s Department of Insurance issued
letters to licensed health care providers
and carriers reminding them that they
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In 2006, only one-quarter of DC’s child
support orders contained medical
support provisions. Of these, 64 percent
contained orders for health insurance
enrollment (as opposed to cash
contributions) and only 16 percent of
those saw health insurance provided as
ordered. Overall, less than 1,000 child
support cases were being enforced for
private medical coverage.579 Such low
numbers demonstrate a need for CSSD
to improve its follow-up procedures for
medical support orders, especially to
employers. Currently, when an employer
fails to timely respond to the NMSN,
a warning letter can be generated,
but the process is not fully automated.
According to CSSD staff, 60-70 percent
of employers respond to the warning
letter and thus
far, no employer
has been ﬁned for
failure to comply
with the NMSN. It
is inappropriate that
the District provide
Medicaid for children
whose parents or
other family members
have adequate health
insurance coverage
available and equally
inappropriate that District children go
without health insurance because of a
failure to ensure that proper enrollment
procedures are being followed. Medicaid
should not be the default if health care
coverage is otherwise available.
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were obligated to honor the NMSN.
To enhance efﬁciency, New York has
automated the NMSN process, and all
documents related to the support order
or NMSN are routed through a central
location. Finally, the state child support
enforcement agency is working with
large employers to reduce the amount
of paperwork associated with the NMSN.
Such outreach procedures may improve
the District’s currently poor rate of
providing ordered health care coverage.
Preventing gaps in coverage. Many noncustodial parents subject to support
orders frequently change employment,
which can lead to gaps in medical
coverage for the children. In response,
Rhode Island initiated a process
obligating employers to provide the
state child support agency with notice
whenever a child loses health care
coverage under an employer provided
health care plan. This notice allows the
state enforcement agency to act quickly
to issue a new NMSN to the non-custodial
parent’s new employer and minimize any
lapse in coverage.
Accessing information about health
insurance options. Child support
agencies are not health insurance
brokers. The Georgia state enforcement
agency discovered that a vendor used by
the state Medicaid program identiﬁed
children enrolled in the SCHIP program
who could be removed because they
had access to private health insurance.
The vendor also maintained a database
of private insurance coverage and had
information about private insurance
available to children not in the Medicaid
or SCHIP programs. The child support
enforcement agency realized that it could
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use such a database when modifying
support orders or enforcing the terms
of medical support orders to search
for private insurance coverage options
for children.582 Care needs to be used
when employing outside vendors for
this purpose since not all insurers will
provide information to these private
companies and the data may not be
sufﬁciently reliable to comply with OCSE
standards.583
Determining affordability of coverage.
As previously mentioned, federal law
provides that private health care coverage
is considered available at a “reasonable
cost” if it is available through an
employer provided health care plan.584
However, with the ever-increasing cost of
dependent care coverage, many judiciallyoriented child support states have
diverged from the federal interpretation
of “reasonable cost.” In Texas, the
maximum amount that the non-custodial
parent is required to pay for health
care coverage is ten percent of the noncustodial parent’s monthly net income.
Similarly, Colorado sets the maximum
amount for health care at 20 percent of
the non-custodial parent’s gross income.
New Jersey limits the maximum that must
be paid for coverage to no more than 5
percent of the non-custodial parent’s net
income, and no parent below 200 percent
of the poverty level is required to provide
coverage unless it is available to them at
no cost.585 DC does not place speciﬁc
limits on medical support, but provides
that the total child support obligation
(including health insurance premiums,
child care expenses, and extraordinary
medical expenses) shall not exceed 35
percent of the obligated parent’s adjusted
gross income.586 The federal deﬁnition

Addressing the potential gap in health
care coverage for dependents. In
response to potential coverage gaps
when private insurance ends (usually
at age 18), several states have devised
practices to ensure continued coverage
for dependents. In New Jersey, there
is no age of emancipation, so the child
support and medical support continue
until a party makes a motion to end
the order.588 This means that an order
can continue until the child completes
schooling, whether post-college or
vocational training. However, there is
nothing in place to cover the gap when
the employer-sponsored insurance
ceases for dependents, although New
Jersey is considering instituting a cash
medical support requirement if a gap in
coverage occurs. Georgia is evaluating
the use of a child support insurance pool,
and Massachusetts is implementing the
“Connector,” an independent public
authority created to assist qualiﬁed
Massachusetts adult residents who lack
health care coverage to obtain affordable
health care coverage. This system will
affect child support, though coordination
between the Connector and state child
support agency has not yet taken place.589
Use of medical support facilitators. At
least two states have established pilot
programs that use medical support
facilitators to obtain information
from the custodial and non-custodial
parents regarding income and health
care coverage alternatives.590 The

facilitators obtain information prior to
the establishment of the child support
order and use the information to make
a recommendation to the court as to
the medical component of such order.
Moreover, the data obtained by the
facilitator are used in other relevant
matters, such as to pre-screen families
for Medicaid and SCHIP programs.
For enforcement cases (i.e., existing
orders), the use of facilitators resulted
in a signiﬁcant increase in healthcare
coverage, substantial offsets to Medicaid
costs, and fewer cases seeking order
adjustments.591 The facilitators did not
have a similar effect on establishment
cases, mainly because in many of those
cases the children were already enrolled
in Medicaid at the time the child support
order was established.
In addition, Georgia is exploring the
feasibility of providing state-wide or
regional health care coverage to children
of parents who are unable to obtain
private or public health care coverage.
To this end, Georgia has established a
limited risk-pool for children that fall
within the coverage gap and has issued
a request for proposals that requires
vendors to agree that the cost remain
constant in the ﬁrst year and commit to
rates for the second and third years.
Finally, North Carolina has implemented
a program under which a family may
receive twelve months of transitional
Medicaid coverage when the earned
income of the family renders it
ineligible for Medicaid or SCHIP. This
program beneﬁts cases where medical
support orders do not exist, or require
modiﬁcation or enforcement. This
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is likely to change based on proposed
rules promulgated in September 2006,587
and the District will be required to enact
conforming legislation.
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initiative beneﬁts the state in that it
maximizes the use of private health
insurance, but allows for the use of public
health care when necessary and for a
limited period of time.

Recommendations
DC Appleseed was encouraged to learn that
CSSD recently developed a strategic plan
for its Medical Support Unit that includes
a number of important steps toward
correcting current shortcomings and
looking toward a more effective medical
support program. We strongly encourage
CSSD to move forward on these initiatives
and prepare for the promulgation of the
forthcoming rules.
i. Develop a strong national medical
support notice program.
CSSD should design a program that will be
proactive rather than reactive and establish
a strong medical support program with a
focus on the NMSN.592 We recommend that
the program include the following.
■ Work closely with employers to
make the process as easy as possible
for them, and as easy as possible for
staff to follow up:
■ Establish a toll-free phone
number, a web page, or a
similar tool for employers to
obtain useful information
regarding the NMSN and
associated procedures.
CSSD should make its
information as user-friendly
as possible and, should CSSD
determine that web-based
communication is optimal,
it should work as closely as
possible with the Ofﬁce of
the Chief Technology Ofﬁcer
to ensure a ﬁnal product that
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meets employer needs.
■ Automate the process
for employers as much as
possible.
■ As planned, create a clean,
usable database of employers
already providing health
insurance coverage under
a support order. Once
information from the
employer is available, use it
to ﬁll out subsequent NMSNs
via phone communication
rather than accepting a nonresponse from that employer.
This process depends
upon getting a veriﬁed
employer Federal Employer
Identiﬁcation Number since
that is the key to accessing
the information necessary to
enforce compliance.
■ CSSD should initiate an
outreach program informing
employers of rules governing
NMSNs, such as the
employer’s liability if it fails to
return or process the NMSN
within the prescribed time
and an eligible child requires
medical care.
■ Establish regular follow-up
procedures.
■ When Part A of the NMSN
comes back from an
employer indicating that the
non-custodial parent is not
covered by health insurance,
automatically generate a
letter to the custodial parent
providing information about
Medicaid/SCHIP coverage.
Coordinate with Medicaid to

should be designed to
provide health insurance
to child support-eligible
youth who are not eligible
for existing coverage
options.
■ Develop supplemental
forms to capture
information not provided
in the NMSN - such as
speciﬁc information about
the insurance program
which the child is enrolled
- to ensure that children
receive maximum beneﬁt
from their insurance
coverage.
ii. Increase CSSD’s administrative
authority to modify child support orders
for the purpose of adding medical
support provisions.
As CSSD reviews all previously
established child support orders to
ensure they include medical support in
preparation for the inclusion of medical
support in the federal performance
measures in 2008-2009, some of
these cases clearly require hearings
to determine which parent should
provide and/or pay for health insurance
coverage. Other cases involve merely
documenting that the custodial parent
is providing insurance and both wishes
and plans to continue. CSSD should be
granted authority by the DC Council to
modify these orders to include that the
custodial parent will continue to provide
health insurance. This will save CSSD’s,
the court’s, and custodial parents’ time
and resources. The procedures by which
this should be done should be designed
in consultation with the court. (See further
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conduct a monthly threepoint match to ﬁnd out
whether referred families
are then enrolled in
Medicaid to demonstrate
that CSSD facilitated
coverage. Start now to
collect data on Medicaid
offset collections which
will begin to be required
by OCSE in 2009. With
the combination of
facilitated coverage and
demonstrated collection,
Medicaid should be able to
help fund these activities.
■ If a NMSN is returned for
ineligibility, then CSSD
should automatically
generate a new NMSN
annually and send it to
the non-custodial parent’s
employer – as eligibility
and coverage may change
from year to year.
■ Similarly, when a New Hire
is registered for a Medicaid
recipient child, an NMSN
should be automatically
sent to the new employer.
All orders should be
written to ensure that this
is viable.
■ Fill in the gaps.
■ The District should
establish a health
insurance program option
for 19-21 year olds who
are not enrolled in postsecondary education, do
not qualify for Medicaid,
and do not have employerbased health insurance. In
other words, a program
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discussion in Part IV, Section B, pp. 205207.)
iii. Follow-up on orders that contain
medical support provisions to ensure
enforcement.
Apart from meeting federal mandates
regarding the establishment of medical
support, the District should invest in
a strong follow-up program ensuring
that medical support orders are
met. Investing in a strong medical
support enforcement system at the
beginning of the program will help
build relationships with employers and
families that will continue to pay off
over the long term.
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iv. The District should codify the right
of child support-eligible children to
receive medical support through a stepparent.
Following the recommendation of the
Medical Child Support Working Group,
the DC Council should enact legislation
to clarify that parents can provide
health insurance coverage for a child
through a current spouse if coverage
is accessible, if the spouse is willing,
and if there are no restrictions on the
employer’s health insurance program
preventing the enrollment of a stepchild.

Conclusion

This Report contains many
recommendations designed to help
DC’s child support system do that. We
believe that, if our system incorporated
practices that address unemployment,
incarceration, arrearages, parenting
problems, and other obstacles to the
regular payment of child support,
the performance of the program will
signiﬁcantly improve and DC’s children
will be better served. CSSD has indicated

an interest and willingness to move in this
direction.
To get there, the system must move away
from thinking of non-custodial parents
as the problem. It must instead treat
all parents equally, and all parents as
potentially part of the solution. Lowincome non-custodial parents – parents
that are “dead broke,” not “deadbeat”
– must come away from their contact with
the child support system more willing and
more able to support their children than
before. And the system must help them
get there.
The decision to invest in the child
support system should be an easy one.
Besides the ﬁnancial return – an average
of $4.58 cents paid in support for every
government dollar spent – child support
improves the likelihood that children
will stay in school and reach their full
potential as adults. DC is spending
millions to improve our school system. It
should invest at least as much in making
sure the families of our most vulnerable
children are equally sound.
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The District of Columbia’s child support
system is one of the most important
functions in the local government –
particularly given the number of children
in that system and the circumstances in
which they live. Some have said that DC’s
child support system does not compare
badly to other medium-sized cities if
one controls for demographics. Those
demographics include race, educational
status, age, and number of children.
The answer, however, is not to control for
the demographics but to adapt to those
demographics. DC’s child support system
needs to be better designed to serve the
particular children and families who
depend on it.
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Appendix A: Glossary of Terms Used
in the Report 593
Absent Parent/Father: See non-custodial
parent.
ACF/Administration for Children and
Families: The ACF is part of the federal
Department of Health and Human Services
(DHHS) and handles Child Support, Child
Care, Foster Care, Head Start, and a variety
of other programs.

A p p e n d i x

Arrearage/Arrears: Unpaid overdue child
support.
Bradley Amendment: A 1986 amendment
to Title IV-D that prohibits state courts
from retroactively modifying child support
orders. It is speciﬁcally designed to prevent
state courts from unilaterally reducing an
obligor’s child support debt.
Child Support Guidelines: Child Support
Guidelines provide a standard method for
calculating the amount of support that
is owed by a non-custodial parent. Every
state is required to develop a child support
guideline. As of April 1, 2007, DC is using
a new guideline formula.
Custodial Parent: The parent with whom
the child primarily resides. The custodial
parent is typically the recipient of child
support payments. This report sometimes
uses ‘mother’ when referring to the
custodial parent because ﬁve of every
six custodial parents are mothers (83.1
percent).594
CSE/Child Support Enforcement: The
state or local government agency operating
in accordance with Title IV-D of the Social
Security Act (See ‘IV-D’).
Child Support: The ﬁnancial support
paid by a parent to help support a child or
children of whom they do not have custody.
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It can be entered into voluntarily, through
divorce or custody cases, or when ordered
by the court.
CSOSA/Court Services and Offender
Supervision Agency: CSOSA is a federal
agency responsible for the supervision
of criminal offenders who return to the
District from prison and/or who are
sentenced in the District to probation.
CSSD/Child Support Services Division: A
division of the DC Ofﬁce of the Attorney
General, CSSD is the agency in charge of
administering the child support system in
the District.
DHHS/Department of Health and Human
Services: DHHS, sometimes referred
to as HHS, is the federal agency that
includes the Administration for Children
and Families, the Ofﬁce of Child Support
Enforcement, and the Ofﬁce of Family
Assistance (administrators of TANF).
IMA/Income Maintenance Administration:
IMA is located within the DC Department
of Human Services and is the local
administrator of Temporary Assistance for
Needy Families (TANF).
IV-A: The title of the federal Social
Security Act that contains the Temporary
Assistance for Needy Families (TANF)
program. IV-A agencies are the designated
administrators of federal TANF funds. IMA
is the IV-A agency in the District
IV-D: The title of the federal Social
Security Act that contains the child support
enforcement program. IV-D agencies are
the designated administrators of child
support program funds. CSSD is the IV-D
agency in the District.

Medical Support: Refers to provision in
child support orders that address which
parent will enroll the child in and/or pay
for public or private health insurance.
Medicaid: A federally-funded medical
insurance program with income eligibility
requirements.
Non-Custodial Parent: Refers to a parent
with whom the child does not regularly
reside. This report often refers to the
non-custodial parent as the father because
ﬁve of every six non-custodial parents are
fathers (83.1 percent) and only 1 in 6 are
mothers (16.9 percent).595 Also referred to
as absent parent or non-resident parent.

OCSE/Ofﬁce of Child Support
Enforcement: OCSE is an ofﬁce within the
Administration for Children and Families
(ACF), a part of the US Department of
Health and Human Services (DHHS).
It administers the federal child support
program.
Obligor: A person who owes child support
pursuant to a child support order.
Obligee: A person to whom child support
is owed.
OAG/Ofﬁce of the Attorney General:
OAG is the governmental agency under the
Mayor that has authority over and conducts
all law business in the District. The OAG
operates under the authority of DC Ofﬁcial
Code § 1-301.111. The Child Support
Services Division (CSSD) is a division
of OAG.
Paternity Establishment: The legal
determination of fatherhood by court
order, administrative order, voluntary
acknowledgement, or any other method
under state law.

PIQ/Policy Interpretation Question:
Informational memos from the OCSE
ofﬁce to state IV-D ofﬁces regarding various
child support policy issues and updates.
Poverty: Poverty is a federal indicator
of a family’s economic status and ability
to obtain resources for basic needs of
living. According to the US Census
Bureau, the 2006 poverty threshold for
a family of three, with one child under
18, was $16,227.596 Eligibility for meanstested programs is often expressed as a
percentage of poverty.
Pro Se: A pro se client is someone who at
the time of ﬁling a motion or case does not
have legal representation.
Respondent: The party answering a
petition or motion.
TANF/Temporary Assistance for Needy
Families: TANF is the federal blockgrant program administered on the
state level that offers assistance and work
opportunities to needy families (welfare)
for a limited period of time. On a federal
level, TANF is overseen by the Ofﬁce of
Family Assistance (OFA) which is part
of the Administration for Children and
Families, US Department of Health
and Human Services. In DC, TANF is
administered by the IMA (See ‘IMA’).

A p p e n d i x

Non-Resident Parent: See non-custodial
parent.

Petitioner: The party initiating a legal
motion or case.

Workforce Development: Refers to a
relatively wide array of learning-for-work
activities and programs, like vocational
education, work readiness, and job training
programs. Programs that provide career
and technical education are included in
workforce development.
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Appendix B: Child Support Data

DC 2004

DC 2005

National
2005

DC
2006

15,854,475

85,117

15,860,753

77,651

15,844,238

32,425

11,753,603

33,707

11,994,590

35, 278

12,215,891

1,179

1,181,012

1,902

1,180,238

1,950

1,158,866

Cases with Collections

17,683

8,133,646

18,663

8,303,946

18,071
(23 %)

8,530,648

Number of Children

98,054

17,289,695

86,968

17,173,286

76,658

17,261,575

Statewide PEP

64.34 %

98.73 %

74.81 %

83.38 %

78 %

97.87%

34.92 %

74.37 %

39.6 %

75.9 %

45 %

77.3%

51.22 %

58.99 %

52.89 %

60 %

52.5 %

60.35%

42.33 %

59.87 %

43.68 %

60.04 %

41.7 %

60.07%

$3.14

$4.38

$2.45

$4.58

$2.55

$4.58

Cases with Orders
Established
Number Orders
Established

Percent of Cases with
Orders
Percent of Current
Collections Distributed
Percent of Cases with
Arrears Collection
Cost Effectiveness

Statewide PEP: percentage of children born out of wedlock with
paternity established/acknowledged.
Source: From HHS FY 2004 Preliminary Data Report, Child Support
Enforcement Annual Data Report (Form OCSE-157) DC 2006, HHS
2005 Preliminary Data Report, and HHS 2005 Preliminary Data Report.
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National 2006

92,847

Caseload

A p p e n d i x

National
2004
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Appendix C: CSSD Organizational
Information

The Child Support Services Division is one of eight Divisions within the Ofﬁce of the
Attorney General. Within CSSD there are ﬁve Sections, containing a total of 15 units.
Two of these Sections, Systems and Automation and Fiscal Operations, do not involve
individual case management. The other three Sections - Legal, Policy & Training
(which contains the Customer Service Unit), and Program Operations - have direct
responsibility to customers and/or handle cases. Within these three sections, 10
managers oversee the operations and functions of 84 caseworkers, who are supported
by 27 clerical assistants. Currently in CSSD, there are 16 vacancies amongst these three
sections, a 19 percent vacancy rate.
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A p p e n d i x

Systems and Automation Section contains six units with 53 current positions plus
a Section Chief and Administrative Assistant. Of the 53 positions, there are 5
vacancies, and 3 positions planned for the future. Fiscal Operations has 3 units and
24 current positions plus a Section Chief. There are 6 vacant positions, including one
management position, and there is one administrative position slotted for the future.
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