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Massachusetts Should Take Needed Steps to Improve
the Child Support Program for Families in Poverty

Testimony of Diana Azevedo-McCaffrey, Policy Analyst on Housing
and Income Security Team, Before the Massachusetts Joint
Committee on Children, Families, and Persons with Disabilities in
Support of H.201/S5.110

Thank you for the invitation to testify today. I am Diana Azevedo-McCaffrey, Policy Analyst on
the Housing and Income Security team at the Center on Budget and Policy Priorities, a nonpartisan
research and policy institute in Washington, D.C. I lead the Center’s work on the intersection of
child support policy and the Temporary Assistance for Needy Families program (TANF). Our main
area of focus is promoting policy changes throughout the country that improve the federal child
support program for families in or close to poverty, including directing more child support to
families currently receiving TANF and who formerly received TANF. I lead a coalition of state
advocates across the country working to improve the child support program for families in poverty,
and I provide technical assistance to advocates and other stakeholders on their efforts. Along with
Vicki Turetsky, former Commissioner of the Office of Child Support Services (OCSS) during the
Obama Administration, I have researched and co-authored several reports on this issue.

A little over half of states and the District of Columbia currently pass through some amount of
monthly support payments and/or arrears payments to current and former TANF families. A group
of states including Colorado, Michigan, and Washington have either implemented a full pass-
through of monthly support to TANF families or have enacted legislation to do so with a delayed
implementation date. However, the gold standard is to pass through all child support and disregard
those payments in determining TANF eligibility and benefit amounts. Last year, Illinois became the
first state to implement policy that passes through and disregards all monthly and arrears payments
to current and former TANF families, and this past session Maryland became the second state to
enact legislation that will pass through and disregard all support using a phased-in approach.

By enacting H.201/S.110, Massachusetts can move toward passing through all support by first
increasing the amount of monthly child support passed through from $50 to $100 for families with
one child and $200 for families with two or more children, and implementing a full pass-through of
current support and arrears to TANF families with a delayed effective date of July 1, 2027.



In addition to increasing the pass-through, H.201/S.110 will expand good cause to exempt more
families from the child support cooperation requirement in TANF who decide participating in the
child support program is not in their best interest.

In my testimony, I'll outline key arguments for why increasing the pass-through and expanding
good cause for non-cooperation in the child support program are two important steps toward
improving the child support program for families with low incomes.

Paying Child Support Collections to Families Increases Family Income and
Improves Financial Stability

Studies show that pass-through policies increase families’ overall income, helping them meet
children’s basic needs that are often only met with cash — like housing costs, diapers, clothing, and
school supplies." A consistent stream of child support income also can promote financial stability
and cushion families from the impact of unexpected expenditutes or income losses.

Families impacted by policies that withhold child support to reimburse TANF cash assistance
typically have very low incomes, and they are overwhelmingly led by women — disproportionately
women of color.” The families who turn to TANF during times of need are already struggling to
make ends meet and would greatly benefit from receiving their child support payments.

Studies show that child support is a valuable income source, particularly for families in poverty.
Among custodial families with incomes below the federal poverty level, child support represents, on
average, 41 percent of their income when received. That share is even larger for custodial families
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living below 50 percent of the federal poverty level, with child support making up 65 percent of
their income when received.

TANTF benefits alone are not enough for most families to meet their needs. For families receiving
TANTF, benefits leave a family of three at or below 60 percent of the poverty line in every state. And
in Massachusetts, TANF benefits leave a family of three at only 38 percent of the poverty line.” By
passing child support payments through to families and excluding those payments when determining
families” TANF eligibility and benefits (also known, as noted above, as providing a “disregard”),
states can help them better afford necessities and thrive.

Non-Custodial Parents Pay More in Child Support When Their Payments Are
Passed Through

Research shows that non-custodial parents are more likely to both pay child support and make
higher payments when their payments are passed through to their children. Non-custodial parents
also establish parentage, the legal prerequisite to a child support order, more readily when they know
that the support they pay will benefit their children.® And they are more willing to pay through the
formal child support program, which ensures that their payments are credited against their support
obligation and can improve payment regularity for families.’

A study from the University of Wisconsin compared families in an experimental group that
received a pass-through and disregard of @/ current monthly child support payments with families in
a control group that received a partial pass-through and disregard of current support (the greater of
$50 or 41 percent). The study found that by the third year of the experiment, non-custodial parents
with a support order in the experimental group were 10 percent more likely to pay any child support
than those in the control group. In addition, non-custodial parents with a support order in the
experimental group paid 24 percent more in child support.®

Similarly, an Urban Institute study found that non-custodial parents in Washington, D.C. with a
support order were 3 percentage points more likely to pay any child support, and paid 11 percent
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more support in TANF cases by the third year, under a $150 pass-through and disregard policy than
under the previous $50 pass-through policy.” And Colorado, in the first year after implementing its
policy to pass through and disregard all current monthly support, found that total current collections
for TANF families rose 76 percent based on an analysis of its administrative data."’

Furthermore, parental involvement and payment of child support tend to go hand in hand, with
studies finding that payment of child support is associated with non-custodial parental contact." In
addition, receiving regular child support payments can improve and help stabilize co-parenting
relationships, helping to keep the door open for children to maintain relationships with their non-
custodial parents as well as paternal grandparents and relatives.'

Directing Child Support to Families Reduces Risk of Child Protective Services
Involvement

Passing through more child support payments to families can reduce the risk of child protective
services involvement. To study whether increased child support income passed through to families
reduced reports of child maltreatment or neglect to the child welfare system, researchers in
Wisconsin used administrative data collected for families that had participated in a pass-through
demonstration. Families randomly assigned to the experimental group received a full pass-through
of current support, while families in the control group received a partial pass-through. The study
produced consistent evidence that increasing the child support income that passes through to
families can reduce reports of maltreatment or neglect, estimating that mothers who received a full
pass-through were about 10 percent less likely to receive a “screened-in report” (a report to child
protective services alleging child neglect or maltreatment that met state criteria for further
assessment) than mothers who received a partial pass-through."

Families experiencing poverty are far more likely to be reported to child protective services than
families with more resources.'* Economic hardship may interfere with parents’ ability to provide
their children with basic necessities like food, shelter, medical care, and supervision — factors that
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can contribute to a child welfare agency’s determination that a child is being neglected.
Unemployment, housing instability, and eviction have all been associated with increased risk of
families’ involvement in the child welfare system.

Studies have linked anti-poverty measures that increase family income and help parents provide
their children with basic necessities with fewer reports of child neglect to child protective services."
Even relatively small infusions of cash can make a difference by helping families maintain housing
and employment or meet other expenses of raising children.

States Should Trust Parents to Decide Whether Participating in the Child
Support Program Is in Their Best Interest

Under federal law, states have flexibility to exempt families receiving TANF from participating in
the child support program when doing so is not in their best interest.' By enacting H.201/S.110,
Massachusetts would add three more good cause exceptions, including if cooperation in child
support would risk harming relationships between the child and non-custodial parent or other
relatives, lead to physical or emotional harm against the child or custodial parent, or is otherwise not
in the child’s best interest. Adding these exceptions would give parents more autonomy to decide
whether participating in the child support program is the right decision for themselves and their
children, rather than being coerced into the program regardless of their circumstances.

Mandatory participation in the child support program can harm family dynamics by disrupting
existing co-parenting arrangements and increasing conflict between parents and other family
members.'” These policies ignore the fact that many parents who live apart have already established
co-parenting relationships involving a combination of informal financial support (cash support paid
directly to the custodial family and not credited against a legal obligation), in-kind support (non-
monetary support contributed to the custodial family), cost-sharing arrangements, and shared
caregiving responsibilities.”® In fact, many custodial parents decide against obtaining a child support
order because they have existing arrangements with the non-custodial parent.”” Requiring families
receiving TANF to participate in the child support program even if they do not think it is in their
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best interest can discourage parents from participating in TANF and may contribute to parents’
distrust of the child support program.

Conclusion

Child support services are critical for families who seek them. Child support agencies ensure that
child support is collected efficiently, so that families can count on receiving support when it is
collected. But at the same time, TANF cost recovery policies — both the cooperation requirement,
which mandates participation in the child support program, and the assignment requirement, which
authorizes a state to retain support payments as reimbursement for assistance — can undermine the
goals of providing needed support to families and respecting parents’ decisions about what is best
for their families.

Children and families benefit in multiple ways when they receive their child support payments.
But child support loses its effectiveness when it is kept by governments rather than paid to families.
This is an opportune time for Massachusetts and other states to act. There is broad consensus
among parents, researchers, legislators on both sides of the aisle, policy analysts, advocates, and
program administrators that child support should be paid to families in full, instead of being used to
reimburse the government for cash assistance.”

By enacting H.201/S.110, Massachusetts would shift its child support program toward supporting
families by making two key policy changes that would give families more income to meet their basic
needs and trust parents’ decisions about what’s best for their children.

20 See, e.g., Cancian and Robert Doar, “Child Support Policy: Areas of Emerging Agreement and Ongoing Debate,”
McCourt School of Public Policy, Georgetown University and American Enterprise Institute, November 9, 2023,
https://www.aei.org/research-products/working-paper/child-support-policy-areas-of-emerging-agreement-and-
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Poverty: Convening Summary,” Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, U.S. Office of Human Services Policy,
September 2024, https://aspe.hhs.gov/sites/default/files /documents/d3636e92120856£652a0d796d29a886d/ factors-
impact-child-support-programs.pdf.
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