Unproven, Costly Child Support Cooperation
Requirements in SNAP Put Families at Risk
There’s strong overlap between the Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP, formerly food stamps) and the
Child Support program, which both improve the health and well-being of millions of low-income children. The Child Support
program serves the vast majority of eligible low-income families, but some children do not receive support from their nonresidential parent. Some policymakers have suggested that the best way to increase participation in the Child Support
program and drive more resources to low-income children is to take away SNAP’s food benefits from parents who do not
cooperate with the Child Support program. But such a policy is dangerous, not supported by evidence, and has proven
unpopular among states.
More than 1 in 4 children in the United States have a parent living outside their household.1 Despite separate living
arrangements, both parents often can and do contribute to the financial support of their children. Financial support from
non-custodial parents is particularly important when children live in homes with incomes near or below the poverty line. Of
children with a parent living outside their home, 37 percent live in poverty.2 In these cases, income from a non-custodial
parent, when available, can be key to easing financial instability and ensuring that children’s basic needs are met.
States can already condition SNAP eligibility for parents living apart on their cooperation with child support and their
ability to make timely payments on child support orders. Few states have implemented these policies because they are
based on flawed presumptions about the ability of sanctions to change parental behavior; there’s no evidence that they
generate significantly more child support payments to custodial households; they put the food security of vulnerable
people at risk, including children; implementation is expensive and administratively complex for state agencies; and nonpunitive policies may be more effective at connecting more low-income individuals to child support services without
risking compromising health and well-being.
Key concerns about such a policy include:
•

It puts children at risk. When parents lose food assistance for non-cooperation, both parents and children stand
to get hurt. If a custodial parent is subject to a mandate and fails to cooperate, sanctioning their SNAP benefits
reduces the family’s overall food budget and puts children at increased risk of food insecurity and inadequate
nutrition.
Restricting children’s access to sufficient food has short- and long-term impacts. Research indicates that
additional food assistance to a household reduces children’s food insecurity and improves the nutritional value of
their diets.3 Consistent access to adequate nutrition in childhood is also associated with important longer-term
outcomes, including greater educational achievement and better health.4

•

Families in need of food assistance may forgo benefits out of fear of child support. Custodial parents who do not
engage with the Child Support agency often have a good reason. Some already receive support from the other
parent and some do not want to risk undermining the relationship with the other parent to pursue support if they
know that parent cannot provide more. Others have suffered abuse and fear that engagement with the Child
Support agency will put them at risk. In fact, domestic violence survivors may qualify for a good cause exemption
from a cooperation mandate — but they may not know to pursue one. And SNAP eligibility workers often lack the
training to screen for domestic violence and are not qualified to make appropriate determinations about whether
it is safe for someone to engage child support officials. Taking away SNAP from parents who decide that it isn’t in
their family’s best interest to pursue child support will leave them with less help affording food.
A cooperation mandate on custodians also puts food assistance at risk for low-income households in which a
grandparent, or other relative caregiver, has taken on parental responsibilities. More than 2.5 million
grandparents are raising their grandchildren.5 Many are doing so informally, without official custody or foster care
arrangements. A requirement for custodians to pursue child support would mandate that these grandparents
seek payments from parents in order to be eligible for SNAP benefits. Some grandparents might forgo SNAP if
they had concerns about the state pursuing the parents for child support. For example, a grandparent might not
want to implicate a parent struggling with drug addiction or mental health issues in a child support enforcement
action. Also, in cases involving prior abuse by a parent, the grandparent might fear for their own safety or the

child’s if they sought child support. And if a grandparent did seek child support, the parent might reclaim custody
of the child — which might not be in the child’s best interest — rather than pay support.
•

Imposing more hardship on non-custodial parents who can’t afford child support will not improve outcomes.
Taking away SNAP benefits from a non-custodial parent who is struggling to meet their own basic needs for noncooperation with the Child Support program can hurt both the parent and their children. Frequently, non-custodial
parents do not provide support because they are poor — not because they are unwilling to provide support to their
children. Even when non-custodial parents cannot pay the full amount of their orders, many provide partial
payments or in-kind support (e.g., meals, child care, or diapers).

•

The costs associated with mandatory cooperation could dwarf the benefits. Proponents of a cooperation
mandate presume that increased child support payments will outweigh the costs associated with implementing
such policies, including establishing orders and pursuing collections. But if the underlying assumptions about a
punitive policy’s ability to compel behavior change among parents are wrong, this would not bear out. Mandating
that custodial and non-custodial parents cooperate with the Child Support program is administratively complex
and carries significant costs for the government, and by extension, taxpayers. Cooperation mandates require
expensive investments in systems change, considerable enhancements in information sharing between state
SNAP workers and Child Support staff, and appropriate and timely notification of SNAP applicants and
participants. Furthermore, such mandates result in many new cases that require additional Child Support staff
and drain resources from existing cases, yet yield little or no additional child support payments.
In 2014, Utah commissioned a study on the impact of such a requirement. It found that a cooperation mandate
would take a significant number of adults off food assistance but few custodial families would end up receiving
additional funds from child support payments, and implementation would cost between $3.2 million and $3.6
million for systems changes and new Child Support staff.6 When the Congressional Budget Office estimated the
cost of implementing the policy nationally, it similarly projected that associated administrative costs borne by the
federal and state governments would far exceed new child support payments.7

•

Family-centered policies are a better option. In recent years, the Child Support program has moved toward a
family-centered approach that aims to work with both parents, address families’ specific needs, and mitigate
payment barriers, in part by distinguishing between non-custodial parents unwilling to pay and those unable to.8
To improve engagement, Child Support agencies are testing digital tools and incorporating lessons from
behavioral science and offering supportive services beyond the traditional enforcement functions of child support.
These new approaches reflect a desire to transform Child Support into a service that families seek out because
they value the support it provides, rather than a punitive system to be avoided.

To avoid compromising state funds and leaving families more vulnerable for little proven payoff, state policymakers
contemplating a cooperation mandate should consider the many arguments against the policy and the significant
downside risks. They should instead study the factors preventing participation; expand current, successful efforts to boost
participation and improve coordination between SNAP and Child Support; and offer support for parents struggling to pay.
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