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Child support noncompliance can have serious impli-
cations for families, children, and taxpayers (Beron, 
1988). In addition, child support collections can be 

vital to the well-being and self-sufficiency of children and 
families. In an effort to minimize negative outcomes of such, 
states collect child support payments through various meth-
ods including income withholding, unemployment compen-
sation interception, and state or federal income tax refund 
offsets. Also, state agencies assist in establishing paternity 
and support obligations and enforcement. The Child Support 
Enforcement Program mandates that all states and territories 
run a child support enforcement program, with the assistance 
of prosecuting attorneys, district attorneys, law enforcement 
agencies, and family or domestic relations courts. Most im-
portantly, the act requires families seeking government child 
support services to apply directly through their state, local, 
or tribal agency.

Public Law 105-200, the Child Support Performance 
and Incentive Act of 1998, established a new incentive system 
intended to be cost and budget neutral. The structure is based 
on five performance measures, which include paternity estab-
lishment percentage, support order establishment percent-
age, current collections performance level, arrears collection 
performance level, and cost effectiveness. The measures were 
put in place to create strong incentives for states to operate 
efficient and effective programs (“Child Support Enforce-
ment,” 2004).

The success of state agencies in establishing child sup-
port cases and collecting monies owed varies across the Unit-
ed States. As such, the following research questions surfaces: 
how do out-of-wedlock births, paternity establishment, and 
volume of interstate cases affect child support collections? 
Other variables that may influence child support collections 
include state administrative authority regulations, tribal case-
loads, enforcement tactics, and demographics.

Laura M. Argys and H. Elizabeth Peters (2003) studied 

the effect of legislation and parental responsibility as it re-
lates to child-support collections. The authors theorize that 
noncustodial parents’ willingness to pay child support and 
state child support guidelines and enforcement efforts relate 
to child support awards and compliance. Argys and Peters 
established a theoretical model that identifies three types of 
outcomes as related to parental involvement and state enforce-
ment: cooperative and self-enforcing, noncooperative and 
self-enforcing, and noncooperative and state-enforced. They 
conclude that legislative policies can affect the type of out-
come, as well as the amount of child support awards. Further, 
the findings indicate that guidelines and increased enforce-
ment can increase payments when awards are court-ordered. 
Conversely, the same guidelines and increased enforcement 
may not increase and could even reduce child expenditures 
when the payment would have otherwise been received vol-
untarily. Hence, child support awards must take into consid-
eration both willingness to pay and state guidelines and en-
forcement efforts already in place (Argys & Peters, 2003).

Causal Model
The dependent measure, or construct of interest, is the dollar 
amount of child support collections. The question identifies 
explanatory variables of out-of-wedlock births, paternity es-
tablishment, and interstate cases. Other variables that may 
surface include state administrative authority regulations, 
tribal caseloads, enforcement tactics, and demographics. 
Outcomes of child support collections will be compared by 
state. The below causal model outlines this scenario:
Causal Model: Child support collections
Out-of-wedlock births →
Paternity establishment →  Child support collections
Interstate cases →

This causal model uses states as the unit of analysis. It is 
expected that out-of-wedlock births, paternity establishment, 

State Performance in Child Support Collections
by Mary Brandenberger

Child support noncompliance can have serious implications for families, children, and taxpayers (Beron, 1988). The success of state agencies in estab-
lishing child support cases and collecting monies owed varies across the United States. Previous studies suggest that noncustodial parents’ willingness to 
pay child support and state child support guidelines and enforcement efforts relate to child support awards and compliance. Additional research theo-
rizes that legislative policies can affect the type of outcome, as well as the amount of child support awards. This study addresses the following research 
question: how do out-of-wedlock births, paternity establishment, and volume of interstate cases affect child support collections? Data sources include 
reports released by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, the National Center for Health Statistics, and the U.S. Department of 
Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration, U.S. Census Bureau. The total amount of child support collections in dollars is compared to 
the number of out-of-wedlock births, percentage of paternity establishments, and number of interstate cases by state. The multivariate analysis indicates 
the volume of interstate cases and out-of-wedlock births may have little effect on child support collections. However, all statistical analyses show a 
positive relationship between collections and paternity establishment. Further research is needed to determine the influence of other variables such as 
administrative authority regulations, tribal caseloads, enforcement tactics, and demographics.



Spring 2007 27

 child Support collectionS

and interstate cases would determine the outcome of child 
support collections. Thus, the amount of child support col-
lections represents the dependent measure, and out-of-wed-
lock births, administrative authority regulations, and inter-
state cases are key independent measures. That is, states with 
higher out-of-wedlock births, on average, are more likely to 
have lower child support collections than states with lower 
out-of-wedlock births. States with more cases in which pater-
nity of the child is established take in more money in child 
support collections. States with a higher number of interstate 
cases are more likely to have a lesser amount of child support 
collections in dollars than states with fewer interstate cases.

In addition to the direct effects of most constructs of 
child support collections, other relationships among the vari-
ables exist. Anne C. Case, I-fen Lin, and Sara S. McLanahan 
(2003) suggest that political, demographic, and economic 
forces influence child support payments. Specifically, the au-
thors contend that inflation, the shift to unilateral divorce, 
changes in marital-status composition, changes in men’s and 
women’s earnings, and ineffective child-support laws factor 
into the stagnation of child support payments over a thirty-
year period. Such conclusions were drawn from data taken 
from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics (PSID) between 
1968 and 1997. The longitudinal study isolated 5,000 U.S. 
households in 1968 and followed the households and their 
children over 30 years (Case, Lin & McLanahan, 2003).

The research methods utilized through use of PSID 
data had both advantages and disadvantages for studying 
child-support trends. The PSID, unlike any other national 
survey, was able to provide annual information on child-sup-
port payments over an extended period of time, dating back 
to the 1960’s. This information was crucial in determining 
the effects of inflation, divorce laws, and shifts in fertility. 
However, the study also presented limitations. One disad-
vantage was the absence of information indicating whether 
a mother ever actually obtained a child-support award or the 
amount of the award. The dependent variables in the analy-
sis were whether the mother received any child support and 
the amount of child support received. Explanatory variables 
include mothers’ marital status, age, education, race, and 
the number of minor children in the household (Case et. al., 
2003).

Through regression analyses, Case, Lin, and McLana-
han discovered that marital status, number of children, and 
education affect the amount of child support receipts. Moth-
ers who have never been married received 183 fewer dollars 
of child support than did mothers who had been married. 
An increase in mothers’ education positively affected child-
support receipts for both mothers who had been married 
and mothers who had not. The study also demonstrated that 
states’ adoption of unilateral divorce legislation has a nega-
tive, statistically significant effect on child-support receipt, 
and changes in demographics variables, such as marital status 
and fertility, had a negative effect. Further limitations were 

present in these analyses. The data did not take remarried 
women who are eligible for child support into account. Also, 
the analysis did not include Hispanics who immigrated to the 
United States after 1968. The authors conclude that genetic 
testing, legislative guidelines, and universal wage withhold-
ing are the most important determinants of child-support 
payments (Case et. al., 2003).

Jessica Pearson and Esther Ann Griswold (2000) argue 
that policymakers need to address this issue through incen-
tive regulations. Research indicated that states are testing 
or employing an array of policies and practices aimed at the 
growth and impact of arrears payments. Pearson and Gris-
wold advocate that child support workers should approach 
the treatment of various types of obligors in different ways. 
To do so, more research must be done to determine what 
strategies of recouping monies owed works best (Pearson 
& Griswold, 2000). Roger Muns (2004) adds to this theory, 
stressing the need for states to work together when dealing 
with intrastate cases. Collaborating on cases that transcend 
state and county lines could have great impact on child sup-
port collections. Muns suggests that the interaction between 
child support workers across state lines has great impact on 
the success of collections (Muns, 2004).

Operationalization and 
Measurement
The outcome of child support collections is measured in dol-
lars. It is also necessary to measure and evaluate the number 
of out-of-wedlock births, paternity establishments, and inter-
state cases by state. The number of unmarried women, ages 
15 to 44, with a birth determines out-of-wedlock births. The 
paternity establishment percentage is calculated by dividing 
the number of minor children in the state born out-of-wed-
lock with paternity established or acknowledged during the 
fiscal years by the number of children born out-of-wedlock 
during the preceding fiscal year. Interstate child support cas-
es are composed of cases in which a child support order has 
been established, but the parent or child in the case lives in 
a state outside the state in which the order originated. The 
Office of Child Support Enforcement defines a child support 
case as a case in which a parent who is currently or eventually 
obligated under law to support a child or children.

Data Collection
Data sources for this research project include a variety of 
federal reports. These reports include the Office of Child 
Support Enforcement Preliminary Data Report released by 
the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services (2004), 
the Births: Final Data for 2003 report released as part of the 
National Vital Statistics Reports by the National Center for 
Health Statistics (2005), and the Indicators of Marriage and 
Fertility in the United States from the American Commu-
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nity Survey: 2000 to 2003 released by the U.S. Department 
of Commerce, Economics and Statistics Administration, U.S. 
Census Bureau (2005).

The Office of Child Support Enforcement (OCSE) Pre-
liminary Data Report details financial and statistical data as 
provided through reports submitted by states on a quarterly 
basis. The Child Support Performance and Incentive Act of 
1998 requires states to maintain reliable data and federal au-
ditors review the data annually. The act mandates families 
seeking government child support services to apply directly 
through their state, local, or tribal agency. States are required 
to report on and monitor the collection of data as it relates 
to total number of child support cases, child support collec-
tions, established child support orders, interstate caseloads, 
and paternity establishment cases (“Child Support Enforce-
ment,” 2006).

Data from the U.S. National Center for Health Statistics, 
Vital Statistics of the United States, and National Vital Statis-
tics Reports (NVSR) indicate the number and percentage of 
births to unmarried women in the United States. The report 
is released annually by the Center for Disease Control Na-
tional Center for Health Statistics. The U.S. National Center 
for Health Statistics compiles data as provided through con-
tracts between vital registration systems operated throughout 
various jurisdictions of the United States, which are com-
prised of 50 states, two cities, and five territories. The Births: 
Final Data for 2003 report presents 2003 data on births in the 
United States according to a wide variety of characteristics. In 
2003, descriptive tabulations were based on data reported on 
the birth certificates of 4.09 million births that occurred that 
year. The report details demographic and health characteris-
tics of births, as well as state-based data (Martin, Hamilton, 
Sutton, Ventura, Menacker, & Munson, 2005).

Data from the National Vital Statistics Report (2005) 
is based on 100 percent of the birth certificates registered in 
all states and the District of Columbia. More than 99 percent 
of births occurring in the United States are registered. Births 
to unmarried women are based on several methods that de-
termine marital status. Birth certificates in 45 states and the 
District of Columbia include information about the mother’s 
marital status. In 1997, California and Nevada began deter-
mining the marital status of women giving birth as deter-
mined in the birth registration process. In 1998, Connecticut 
added a question to the State’s birth certificate that indicates 
the mother’s marital status. Michigan and New York use in-
ferential procedures to compile birth statistics by marital sta-
tus. In doing so, a birth is assumed to be that of an unmarried 
woman if a paternity acknowledgement was received or the 
father’s name is missing. In the last several years, many states 
have extended efforts to identify fathers when the parents are 
unmarried, in an effort to enforce child support obligations. 
In 2003, the mother’s marital status went unreported in 0.04 
percent of birth records from 48 states and the District of 
Columbia (Martin et al., 2005).

Out-of-wedlock births are often connected to paternity 
establishment. Before a child support order can be created, 
paternity of the child must be determined. According to the 
Office of Child Support Enforcement, paternity establish-
ment involves the legal establishment of fatherhood for a 
child (2006). The number and percentage of paternity estab-
lishment cases by state can be determined as reported in the 
Child Support Enforcement, FY 2003 Preliminary Report 
(2004).

The third independent measure is that of interstate cas-
es. The Office of Child Support Enforcement, under the De-
partment of Health and Human Services Administration for 
Children and Families initiated the National Interstate Case 
Reconciliation Project Business Case in 2003. The project 
requires research into interstate child support cases. Inter-
state child support cases present many problems for enforce-
ment authorities. Incorrect or missing cases, cases which are 
open in one state and closed in another state, and cases that 
are presumed to be interstate by one state but of which the 
other state has no record are a few of the common problems 
encountered by child support enforcement agencies. Such 
conditions adversely affect the ability of states to efficiently 
manage interstate caseloads. As such, there may be a direct 
correlation to the amount of child support collections and the 
number of interstate cases by state. The volume of interstate 
cases by state can be defined by either the number of inter-
state caseloads or as the number of those cases forwarded to 
or received from other states, as relative to the state’s overall 
caseload.

Data Analysis
The total amount of child support collections in dollars is 
compared to the number of out-of-wedlock births, percentage 
of paternity establishments, and number of interstate cases by 
state. This cross-sectional study will be based on data report-
ed for federal fiscal year 2003. In addition, the multivariate 
analysis will simultaneously examine the relationships among 
variables of out-of-wedlock births, paternity establishments, 
and intrastate cases by state as they relate to child support 
collections. Cross-tabulation and subgroup analyses make it 
possible to decipher the relationship between the indepen-
dent and dependent variables.

The Office of Child Support Enforcement (OCSE) 
Preliminary Data Report (2004) shows that more than $21.2 
billion dollars in child support payments were collected na-
tionwide in federal fiscal year 2003. This marks a 5.2 percent 
increase in collections from the previous fiscal year. Of the 
money collected, almost $19 billion dollars went to families, 
an increase of 6 percent from the previous year. In addition, 
more than 1.5 million paternities were established and ac-
knowledged (see Figure 1) and 1.2 million new child support 
orders were established. Series 1 in Figure 1 represents hos-
pital paternity establishments, and Series 2 represents state 
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paternity establishments. Of those paternities established in 
2003, 663,000 were determined by the state child support 
enforcement agencies and 862,000 were determined in hos-
pitals and otherwise. Thus, paternities acknowledged in hos-
pitals and otherwise decreased. The total amount of paterni-
ties established shows a nearly 5 percent decrease from fiscal 
year 1999 to fiscal year 2003 (“Child Support Enforcement,” 
2004).
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The Center for Disease Control National Center for 
Health Statistics summarized 2003 births and birth rates for 
the United States. Key findings indicate that childbearing by 
unmarried women rose significantly in 2003. The birth rate 
per unmarried women aged 15 to 44 years increased 3 percent 
from the previous year to 44.9 births. Further, the number of 
births to unmarried women rose 4 percent to 1,415,995, mark-
ing the highest number in more than six decades for which 
national data exists. When compared to all births, the pro-
portion of births to unmarried women increased to 34.6 per-
cent. Despite these increases, birth rates for unmarried teen-
agers continued to decline (“Child Support Enforcement,” 
2004).

Table 1. Number, rate, and percentage of births to unmarried 
women and birth rate for married women

Births to Unmarried Women

Year Number Rate1 Percent2 Birth Rate for 
Married Women3

2003 1,415,995 44.9 34.6 88.1

2002 1,365,966 43.7 34.0 86.3

2001 1,349,249 43.8 33.5 86.7

1 Births to unmarried women per 1,000 unmarried 
women aged 15–44 years.

2 Percent of all births to unmarried women.
3 Births to married women per 1,000 married women 

aged 15–44 years.

Births to Unmarried Women

Year Number Rate1 Percent2 Birth Rate for 
Married Women3

2000 1,347,043 44.0 33.2 87.4

1999 1,308,560 43.3 33.0 84.8

1998 1,293,567 43.3 32.8 84.2

1997 1,257,444 42.9 32.4 82.7

1996 1,260,306 43.8 32.4 82.3

1995 1,253,976 44.3 32.2 82.6

1994 1,289,592 46.2 32.6 82.9

1993 1,240,172 44.8 31.0 86.1

1992 1,224,876 44.9 30.1 88.5

1991 1,213,769 45.0 29.5 89.6

1990 1,165,384 43.8 28.0 93.2

1989 1,094,169 41.6 27.1 91.9

1988 1,005,299 38.5 25.7 90.8

1987 933,013 36.0 24.5 90.0

1986 878,477 34.2 23.4 90.7

1985 828,174 32.8 22.0 93.3

1980 665,747 29.4 18.4 97.0

In fiscal year 2003, interstate collections reached record 
levels. Collections made on behalf of families in other states 
totaled close to $1.3 billion dollars. As illustrated in Figure 
2, this marked a nearly 18 percent increase from the $1.1 bil-
lion dollars collected in fiscal year 1999. In addition, the over-
all interstate caseload continues to rise. In fiscal year 2003, 
1,083,336 cases were sent to another state, an 8 percent in-
crease from fiscal year 1999. Also, cases received from other 
states totaled 948,581, a more than 3 percent increase over the 
previous five years (“Child Support Enforcement,” 2004).

The number of out-of-wedlock births, percentage of pa-
ternity establishments, and number of interstate cases must 
be broken down by state to determine their effect on the total 
amount of child support collections in dollars. Collections are 
further broken down by method of collection. For the pur-
pose of this analysis, total collections by state will measured.

The same analysis can be made for out-of-wedlock 
births, percentage of paternity establishments, and number of 
interstate cases by state. State data for out-of-wedlock births 
by percentage, the percentage of paternity of establishments, 
and number of interstate cases is compared to the total col-
lections by state in the table in Appendix B. For purposes 
of comparison and analysis, the Virgin Islands, Guam, and 
Puerto Rico have been removed from this comprehensive 
table.

Several analyses were employed in the interpretation of 
the aforementioned data. Correlation tests were applied to 
each of the independent variables and the dependent vari-
able. There is a 0.8794 correlation between total collections 
and paternity establishment. As such, the higher the paternity 
establishment, the greater the amount of collections. In ad-
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dition, a correlation of 0.7761 exists between total collections 
and interstate cases, meaning that the more interstate cases 
there are, the higher the state’s amount of collections. There 
was no correlation between out-of-wedlock births and total 
child support collections. Also, states with higher numbers 
of single-parent families demonstrated a higher amount of 
child support collections, indicated by a correlation of 0.8995. 
In addition, a correlation of 0.9751 is measured between the 
number of single-parent families and paternity establishment 
rates.

Bivariate analyses of total collections by state, as 
grouped in quintiles, present additional findings. When com-
paring the bottom, middle, and top quintiles, it appears there 
is no relation to total child support collections and the per-
centage of births that are to unmarried women. The bottom 
quintile averaged a percentage of 36.1 of births to unmar-
ried women. The middle quintile, as determined by amount 
of collections, averages 34 percent for births to unmarried 
women. The top quintile averages 34.2 percent for births 
to unmarried mothers. Hence, as the percentage of out-of-
wedlock births increases or decreases, the amount of collec-
tions is not affected. The opposite is true of the relationship 
between total collections and paternity establishment. The 
bottom quintile of total collections by state averages 4.037 
paternity establishments, the middle quintile averages 17,901 
paternity establishments, and the top quintile averages 76,965 
paternity establishments. Thus, as the number of paternity 
establishment increases, so does the amount of collections. 
The number of interstate cases appears to have a direct re-
lationship to amount of collections, as well. The bottom 
quintile of collections has an average of $6,122,561 dollars 
in interstate collections, which is an average of 8.9 percent of 
the total amount of collections. The middle quintile averages 
$17,497,891 dollars in interstate collections, which is an aver-
age of 6.4 percent of total collections. Finally, the top quintile 
averages $56,782,189 in interstate collections with an average 
of 5 percent of the total amount of collections.

This subgroup analysis is illustrated in Table 2. High-
lighted areas show direct relationships, when measured in 
quintiles. This table demonstrates that 90 percent of states 
with total collections in the top fifth have paternity establish-
ments, number of interstate cases, or both measuring in the 
top fifth, as well. Only ten percent of states in the top fifth 
also have a percentage of out-of-wedlock births that rank in 
the top fifth. The middle quintile shows similar findings, 
with 9 out of 10 states in the middle quintile show paternity 
establishment, interstate cases, or both that also measure into 
the middle quintile. However, no states in the middle quintile 
show a measurement of out-of-wedlock births in the middle 
quintile. Lastly, all of the states in the bottom quintile of total 
collections show bottom fifth measurements of paternity es-
tablishment, interstate cases, or both. This mirrors correlation 
findings, and indicates a direct relationship between the total 
amount of collections and paternity establishment, as well as 

a direct relationship between total collections and both the 
number and percentage of interstate cases. There is no ob-
servable relationship between the percentage of births that 
are out-of-wedlock and amount of child support collections.

Table 2. Total collections, out-of-wedlock birth rates, paternity estab-
lishments, and interstate cases by state—in Quintiles

Total 
Collections

Out-of-Wed-
lock Births

Paternity Es-
tablishment

Interstate 
Cases

(Greatest to Least)

Top Quintile

California District of 
Columbia

California California

Texas New Mexico Texas Florida

Ohio Louisiana New York New York

Michigan Mississippi Florida Texas

New York Delaware Illinois Georgia

Pennsylvania Arizona Pennsylvania Virginia

Florida South Carolina Michigan New Jersey

Wisconsin Florida Georgia Pennsylvania

New Jersey Nevada Ohio North Carolina

Illinois Georgia Tennessee Washington

Washington Arkansas Arizona Illinois

Indiana Tennessee North Carolina Ohio

North Carolina Indiana New Jersey Maryland

Minnesota Oklahoma Missouri Colorado

Virginia New York Virginia Tennessee

Georgia Ohio Washington Arizona

Missouri Rhode Island Maryland Oregon

Arizona Missouri Connecticut Nevada

Massachusetts Illinois Minnesota Massachusetts

Maryland North Carolina Kansas Missouri

Middle Quintile

Tennessee Alabama Wisconsin Alabama

Alabama Maryland Massachusetts Michigan

Iowa Alaska Kentucky Louisiana

Kentucky Michigan Louisiana Minnesota

Oregon West Virginia Colorado Connecticut

Colorado Texas South Carolina Indiana

Louisiana South Dakota Mississippi Wisconsin

Connecticut Pennsylvania Oklahoma Oklahoma

South Carolina Kentucky Oregon Kentucky

Arkansas California Iowa Arkansas

Mississippi Hawaii Arkansas Iowa

West Virginia Maine Hawaii Alaska

Nebraska Wyoming Indiana South Carolina

Oklahoma Montana Idaho Kansas

Kansas Oregon Utah Idaho

Utah Kansas North Dakota Mississippi

Nevada Virginia Alabama Utah
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Total 
Collections

Out-of-Wed-
lock Births

Paternity Es-
tablishment

Interstate 
Cases

(Greatest to Least)

Idaho Wisconsin New Mexico West Virginia

Maine Connecticut West Virginia Montana

Hawaii Vermont Nebraska Delaware

Bottom Quintile

Alaska Iowa Dist. Of Col. Dist. Of Col.

New 
Hampshire

Nebraska Rhode Island New 
Hampshire

Delaware New Jersey Delaware South Dakota

North Dakota Washington Nevada Nebraska

New Mexico North Dakota Alaska New Mexico

Rhode Island Massachusetts South Dakota Maine

South Dakota Minnesota Maine Hawaii

Wyoming Colorado Wyoming Wyoming

The same variables can be measured by comparing the 
percentage of cases with orders in which some child support 
was paid, percentages of births to unmarried women, pater-
nity establishment percentages, and percentages of interstate 
collections by state. Paternity establishment percentages are 
calculated by dividing the number of children in fiscal year 
2003 who were born out-of-wedlock with paternity estab-
lished or acknowledged by the number 
of children in the preceding fiscal year 
who were born out-of-wedlock (“Child 
Support Enforcement,” 2004). By using 
percentages, rather than total amounts, 
allowance is given to differences in state 
populations. These values are reflected in 
the table in Appendix C. These calculations present a differ-
ent set of correlations. A moderate correlation exists between 
the percentage of cases in which some child support was paid 
and the percentage of paternity establishment cases. There 
is a moderate inverse correlation between the percentages of 
cases in which some child support was paid and the percent-
ages of out-of-wedlock births. There is no relationship be-
tween the percentages of cases in which some child support 
was paid and the percentages of interstate cases. Numeric cal-
culations for these correlations are presented in Table 3.

Table 3. Selected Correlations, 2003

Correlation between… Percentage of cases with 
orders where some child 

support was paid

Percentages of births to unmarried 
women

-0.353

Paternity Establishment 
Percentage 

0.500

Percent of collections that are 
interstate

-0.035

Interpretation & Conclusion
This research analysis posed the following research question: 
how do out-of-wedlock births, paternity establishment, and 
volume of interstate cases affect child support collections? 
Analysis indicates that the volume of interstate cases and out-
of-wedlock births may have little effect on child support col-
lections. However, all statistical analyses show a relationship 
between collections and paternity establishment. As such, 
the greater the percentage of paternity establishments, the 
greater the amount of collections, whether measured by dol-
lar amount, percentage of cases with orders in which some 
child support was paid, or by collections per capita.

One limitation of the aforementioned research design 
and analysis was the inability to accurately compare the 
amount of child support collections. A total dollar amount 
of collections per state was available. However, comparing 
this variable to the other factors was not completely precise, 
due to the difference in state populations. Measuring collec-
tions per capita provided a closer comparison, but was not 
an exact match because the quantity of child support cases 
varies in every state. Further, weighing collections per single-
family households was also incomplete because not all child 
support collections are made to unmarried parents. Mea-
suring the percentage of open child support cases in which 

some child support was paid against the 
other variables proved to be the most ac-
curate comparison. Regardless, all mea-
sures demonstrated a positive relation-
ship between child support collections 
and paternity establishment. There are a 
variety of other factors that may lead to 
an increase or decrease in the amount of 

child support collections, including state administrative au-
thority regulations, tribal caseloads, enforcement tactics, and 
demographics. Further research and analysis is necessary to 
determine which factors pose the greatest influence on the 
outcome of child support collections.

As previously mentioned, the Child Support Perfor-
mance and Incentive Act of 1998 dictates an incentive system 
based on paternity establishment percentage, support order 
establishment percentage, current collections performance 
level, arrears collection performance level, and cost effective-
ness (“Child Support Enforcement,” 2004). This data is pre-
sented in the Child Support Enforcement Data Report and 
can be seen as an annual report card. Yet the bigger picture 
is found in the story behind the numbers. Interpretation of 
that information allows child enforcement professionals to 
prioritize enforcement strategies, structure polices, and de-
termine why performance has improved or failed to improve. 
In 2003, 90 percent of distributed child support collections 
went directly to families. Sherri Z. Heller, Commissioner of 
the U.S. Office of Child Support Enforcement, claims, “It’s 
partly an indicator of an amazing change in the very nature 
of the work we do and the families we serve. It represents a 

Regardless, all measures 
demonstrated a positive 

relationship between child 
support collections and 
paternity establishment.
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cultural turning point in our understanding of the purpose 
of the Federal/state partnership that is the national child sup-
port enforcement program” (“Child Support Enforcement,” 
2004). Collections in 2003 continued to increase and reached 
an unprecedented high of $21.2 billion dollars, representing 
a 5 percent increase from the previous year, and a 33 per-
cent increase over five years. Heller urges child enforcement 
professionals to use the data in the Child Support Enforce-
ment Data Report in talks with legislators, cabinet officials, 
judges, and other stakeholders to demonstrate how changes 
in administrative, court, funding, and other practices affect 
performance (“Child Support Enforcement,” 2004).

State child support professionals pay close attention to 
the numbers reported to the federal government, and seek 
the means to better serve their populations. Many states have 
the ability to enforce child support through automated credit 
bureau reporting notification, income taxes, administrative 
liens, driver’s license suspensions, professional license suspen-
sions, recreational license suspensions, asset seizures, unem-
ployment insurance interception, worker’s compensation in-
terception, seizure of lottery winnings, income withholding, 
and other tactics (Sorenson & Harper, 1999). Child support 
orders can be established through respective state agencies, 
regardless of income. Once an order is established, paternity 
must be determined to collect child support. In the event pa-
ternity is unknown, collectors face the obstacle of establish-
ing such. Studies suggest that changes in laws and practices 
have increased paternity establishment, including mandating 
fathers’ names on birth certificates, the use of genetic testing, 
and paternity establishment in hospitals (Miller & Garfinkel, 
1999). Further, the success of paternity establishment has a 
direct impact on four out of the five performance measures 
dictated in the Child Support Performance and Incentive Act 
of 1998.

Child support enforcement professionals have lobbied 
state and federal policymakers over the years to change child 
support enforcement laws. Case, Lin, and McLanahan (2003) 
cite several reasons for low child support collections. The au-
thors blame ineffective child support policies and government 
failure, amongst other reasons, for a lack of improvement in 
the overall collection of child support payments. They argue 
that states have been slow to pass or implement child support 
enforcement policies, resulting in minimal effects of new leg-
islation. Further studies indicate that policies such as wage 
withholding, legislative guidelines, paternity establishment 
statutes, and tax intercepts also impact the outcome of child 
support collections.

Also, it is possible that any positive effect of legislature 
may have been masked by inflation, shifts in marital status, 
changes in divorce laws, and the closing gap in men’s and 
women’s earnings (Case, Lin, & McLanahan, 2003).

The effect of the nation’s child support system reach-
es far beyond children and families. Estimates from a 1999 
study indicate that more than half of children today will 

live apart from their biological parents at some point dur-
ing childhood (Miller & Garfinkel, 1999). The proportion 
of these children born out-of-wedlock continues to increase. 
Almost all of these children will be poor, due partly to lack 
of financial assistance by an absent parent. Poverty during 
childhood often leads to low educational attainment and pro-
ductivity during adulthood. “The future of these children 
depends in large part on the quality of the nation’s child sup-
port system” (Miller & Garfinkel, 1999, p. 237). It is up to 
policymakers, child support enforcement professionals, and 
families to devise and enforce a framework that produces re-
sults. “Improving the efficiency and effectiveness of the child 
support enforcement program will result in greater numbers 
of single-mother families being able to count on child sup-
port, thereby moving more of America’s poor families toward 
self sufficiency” (Sorenson & Halpern, 1999, p. 5). This can 
be achieved by looking at all factors that influence child sup-
port collections. However, legislative change with regard to 
paternity establishment regulations may prove to be the most 
effective tactic in child support enforcement.
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Appendix B
Total Collection, Out-of-Wedlock Births, Paternity Establishment, Interstate Cases, FY 2003, by Rank

Total Collections 
(Greatest to Least)

Total Collections 
(Least to Greatest)

Out-of-Wedlock Births 
(Greatest to Least)

Paternity Establish-
ment (Greatest to 

Least)

Interstate Cases 
(Greatest to Least)

California Vermont District Of Columbia California California

Texas Montana New Mexico Texas Florida

Ohio Dist. Of Col. Louisiana New York New York

Michigan Wyoming Mississippi Florida Texas

New York South Dakota Delaware Illinois Georgia

Pennsylvania Rhode Island Arizona Pennsylvania Virginia

Florida New Mexico South Carolina Michigan New Jersey

Wisconsin North Dakota Florida Georgia Pennsylvania

New Jersey Delaware Nevada Ohio North Carolina

Illinois New Hampshire Georgia Tennessee Washington

Washington Alaska Arkansas Arizona Illinois

Indiana Hawaii Tennessee North Carolina Ohio

North Carolina Maine Indiana New Jersey Maryland

Minnesota Idaho Oklahoma Missouri Colorado

Virginia Nevada New York Virginia Tennessee

Georgia Utah Ohio Washington Arizona

Missouri Kansas Rhode Island Maryland Oregon

Arizona Oklahoma Missouri Connecticut Nevada

Massachusetts Nebraska Illinois Minnesota Massachusetts

Maryland West Virginia North Carolina Kansas Missouri

Tennessee Mississippi Alabama Wisconsin Alabama

Alabama Arkansas Maryland Massachusetts Michigan

Iowa South Carolina Alaska Kentucky Louisiana

Kentucky Connecticut Michigan Louisiana Minnesota

Oregon Louisiana West Virginia Colorado Connecticut

Colorado Colorado Texas South Carolina Indiana

Louisiana Oregon South Dakota Mississippi Wisconsin

Connecticut Kentucky Pennsylvania Oklahoma Oklahoma

South Carolina Iowa Kentucky Oregon Kentucky

Arkansas Alabama California Iowa Arkansas

Mississippi Tennessee Hawaii Arkansas Iowa

West Virginia Maryland Maine Hawaii Alaska

Nebraska Massachusetts Wyoming Indiana South Carolina

Oklahoma Arizona Montana Idaho Kansas

Kansas Missouri Oregon Utah Idaho

Utah Georgia Kansas North Dakota Mississippi

Nevada Virginia Virginia Alabama Utah

Idaho Minnesota Wisconsin New Mexico West Virginia

Maine North Carolina Connecticut West Virginia Montana

Hawaii Indiana Vermont Nebraska Delaware

Alaska Washington Iowa Dist. Of Col. Dist. Of Col.

New Hampshire Illinois Nebraska Rhode Island New Hampshire

Delaware New Jersey New Jersey Delaware South Dakota
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Total Collections 
(Greatest to Least)

Total Collections 
(Least to Greatest)

Out-of-Wedlock Births 
(Greatest to Least)

Paternity Establish-
ment (Greatest to 

Least)

Interstate Cases 
(Greatest to Least)

North Dakota Wisconsin Washington Nevada Nebraska

New Mexico Florida North Dakota Alaska New Mexico

Rhode Island Pennsylvania Massachusetts South Dakota Maine

South Dakota New York Minnesota Maine Hawaii

Wyoming Michigan Colorado Wyoming Wyoming

Dist. Of Col. Ohio New Hampshire Vermont Rhode Island

Montana Texas Idaho Montana North Dakota

Vermont California Utah New Hampshire Vermont

Appendix C
Percentages of cases with orders where some child support was paid, Percentages of births to unmarried women, Paternity establishment 
percentage, and Percentage of interstate collections, FY 2003

State Percentage of cases 
with orders where 
some child support 

was paid

Percentages of births 
to unmarried women

Paternity Establish-
ment Percentage 

(PEP) 2003

Percent of collections 
that are interstate

Alabama 67.83 35.0 74.79% 5.3%

Alaska 78.69 34.6 113.76% 13.5%

Arizona 60.19 41.5 71.60% 5.1%

Arkansas 71.21 38.0 86.03% 6.5%

California 57.58 33.5 84.30% 5.0%

Colorado 51.66 26.7 93.27% 9.3%

Connecticut 60.88 30.0 84.20% 6.5%

Delaware 70.25 41.9 73.58% 9.0%

Dist. Of Col. 50.73 53.6 20.36% 12.0%

Florida 83.48 39.9 95.21% 10.7%

Georgia 60.29 38.1 50.70% 10.1%

Hawaii 47.86 33.5 85.00% 5.3%

Idaho 70.63 22.3 100.82% 8.7%

Illinois 60.17 35.3 46.11% 4.0%

Indiana 65.79 37.1 72.26% 2.6%

Iowa 87.05 29.9 98.56% 3.7%

Kansas 72.73 31.6 98.59% 6.7%

Kentucky 60.12 33.8 82.18% 4.4%

Louisiana 67.8 47.5 85.18% 6.3%

Maine 70.79 33.5 99.20% 5.0%

Maryland 70.69 34.8 75.55% 6.7%

Massachusetts 71.42 27.8 78.04% 4.5%

Michigan 57.59 34.6 63.48% 1.3%

Minnesota 80.45 27.7 84.94% 3.1%

Mississippi 71.62 47.0 66.79% 4.8%

Missouri 57.56 35.6 88.88% 3.9%

Montana 77.72 32.2 103.29% 14.3%

Nebraska 77.67 29.7 82.04% 3.5%

Nevada 65.49 39.1 66.20% 19.6%

New Hampshire 86.03 24.8 105.52% 7.3%
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State Percentage of cases 
with orders where 
some child support 

was paid

Percentages of births 
to unmarried women

Paternity Establish-
ment Percentage 

(PEP) 2003

Percent of collections 
that are interstate

New Jersey 82.81 29.3 83.39% 5.1%

New Mexico 77.99 48.4 168.24% 7.7%

New York 65.95 36.5 70.69% 6.5%

North Carolina 79.54 35.3 90.97% 6.8%

North Dakota 75.42 28.5 95.07% 4.9%

Ohio 75.02 36.2 74.78% 1.7%

Oklahoma 72.01 37.1 49.39% 9.1%

Oregon 69.19 31.7 76.35% 7.8%

Pennsylvania 89.43 33.9 88.33% 3.0%

Rhode Island 57.9 35.8 64.87% 5.9%

South Carolina 66.33 41.1 78.77% 5.0%

South Dakota 86.21 34.2 99.16% 9.7%

Tennessee 69.43 37.2 86.80% 6.8%

Texas 78.9 34.3 66.73% 4.4%

Utah 91.59 17.2 103.70% 6.6%

Vermont 74.77 30.0 96.11% 4.9%

Virginia 70.96 30.4 78.47% 8.8%

Washington 82.5 28.8 98.53% 5.9%

West Virginia 68.44 34.6 86.26% 5.5%

Wisconsin 80.11 30.4 97.92% 1.7%

Wyoming 73.76 32.6 79.93% 8.3%




