SUPPORTING HEALTHY
CO-PARENTING

Child Support Policy Fact Sheet

Introduction

Children do better when both parents actively raise and support them in healthy
and collaborative environments.! Family-centered child support draws on
multiple strategies to support parenting and co-parenting relationships and
improve the ability of noncustodial fathers to work and pay support. Family-
centered child support is a two-generation (2Gen), holistic approach that aims
to set realistic policies and provide support to parents so that they can better
support and care for their children.

This publication is part of the Centering Child Well-Being in Child Support Policy
series produced by Ascend at the Aspen Institute and Good+Foundation to
highlight family-centered child support policies. This fact sheet explores effective
policies and services to strengthen family relationships; increase family and
community stability; and increase parental trust, participation, and engagement
in the child support program.
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What the Research Shows

Research by the University of Texas found that nearly all fathers want to be
closely involved in childrearing following the birth of a child, and 90 percent of
mothers want fathers involved.2 Three years later, most mothers continue to think
father involvement is very important, but the percentage declines. The quality of
the relationship between parents has a profound impact on whether a father
stays involved in his child’s life.3 Many of the risk factors associated with
relationship instability during pregnancy are associated with poor relationship
quality three years later. When parental relationships erode, some custodial
mothers turn to the formal child support system to ensure that fathers provide
financially for their children. A mother’s decision to apply for child support
services can signal a low-quality co-parenting relationship and breakdown of
informal support arrangements.4

Parents with healthier relationships are more likely to voluntarily establish
paternity at birth, which results in legal recognition of the father-child
relationship. The vast majority of unmarried mothers and fathers think it is
important to establish paternity for their children. In the Texas study, over 80
percent of fathers who acknowledged paternity stayed involved with their
children, and many fathers increased their involvement over time. Parents who
acknowledge paternity are more likely to work out informal support and
parenting-time arrangements and stay out of the formal child support system.
Fathers who acknowledge paternity and have support orders are more likely to
pay child support, to pay more over time, and to increase their support
payments as their children grow older.5 Increases in child support are associated
with better educational outcomes and improvements in children’s cognitive
development.é

Legal parenting-time agreements are associated with increased parent-child
contact, improved co-parenting relationships, improved child behavior,
increased child support compliance and payments, and increased perception
of fairness of the child support process.” Mediation is effective in most cases,
with parents reaching parenting-time agreements 65 to 70 percent of the time.8
Consistent with earlier research, an evaluation of Parenting Time Opportunities
for Children (PTOC), a five-state pilot program funded by the federal Office of
Child Support Enforcement (OCSE), found that child support agencies can
effectively and safely incorporate parenting-time agreements into their child
support orders. Evaluators observed improved parent-child and co-parenting
relationships, more time spent by noncustodial fathers with their children, and
small increases in child support compliance in some sites. Custodial and
noncustodial parents reported high levels of satisfaction with the mediation
process and reported that it increased their sense of fairness and being heard.?
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Fatherhood and parenting programs, including curriculum-based and peer
support components, are designed to help fathers form deeper connections
with their children and increase emotional and financial support available to
children.!0 A recent research meta-analysis found that fatherhood programs
produced small but statistically significant effects on father involvement,
parenting, and co-parenting.!'' The Parents and Children Together (PACT)
evaluation—a rigorous large-scale study of four responsible fatherhnood
programs sponsored by the federal Office of Planning, Research and Evaluation
(OPRE)—found that program participants increased their parenting skills by
increasing nurturing behavior toward their children and engagement in age-
appropriate activities, and experienced a modest increase in employment
stability.12

The federal Child Support Noncustodial Parent Employment Demonstration
(CSPED) model (specialized case management, employment services, and
parenting services) increased noncustodial fathers’ positive perceptions of the
child support program, increased their sense of responsibility for their children,
increased their involvement with their children, and decreased their use of harsh
discipline.!3

The federal Procedural Justice-Informed Alternatives to Incarceration (PJAC)
model (incorporating procedural justice principles, enhanced case
investigation, specialized case management, and case conferencing with both
parents as an alternative to civil contempt proceedings for noncustodial parents
with a history of not paying child support) improved noncustodial parent frust
and cooperation, strengthened communication and information exchange,
and improved caseworker satisfaction. 14

What Isn’t Working

More than half of births o women under 30 now occur outside of marriage—
reflecting a global tfrend. In 2016, 40 percent of all U.S. children, and 69 percent
of Black children, were born to unmarried parents. Thirty percent of children
living with one parent live in households with incomes below the federal poverty
level ($21,9260 for a family of three in 2022), about three times the poverty rate of
children living in households with both parents.15> Most children born to unmarried
parents will become part of complex family structures that include their parents’
new partners and half-siblings.1¢

Custodial parents participating in the child support program are more likely to

have never married and less likely to be divorced than custodial parents who do
not receive child support program services.!'” They are more likely to be mothers,
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to be younger, to lack full-time employment, and to have low incomes.'8 These
demographic changes in family structure impact child well-being and
contribute to long-term economic, racial, and gender inequities.1?

Most noncustodial fathers stay involved with their children after a family break-
up. Custodial parents receiving child support program services reported that
two-thirds of noncustodial parents spent at least some time with their youngest
child, and 30 percent saw their child at least once a week on average. In Texas,
one of the few states that addresses parenting time when child support is
ordered, half of noncustodial fathers saw their children at least once a week,
and a third at least every other day.20

However, two-thirds of noncustodial parents with a child support order do not
have a legal parenting-time agreement.?! Child support and parenting fime are
legally separate and distinct issues. However, as a practical matter, child
support and parenting time are a two-way street: Fathers who are involved with
their children are more likely to pay child support, and parents who pay support
are more likely to stay involved.?2 This means that most parenting-time
arrangements are informal and depend upon the ability of the co-parents to
negotiate and cooperate.23 This can be deeply frustrating and painful for many
noncustodial fathers.24 Fathers participating CSPED said that lack of parenting
time with their children is one of the top five reasons they do not pay child
support.25

The reality is that the legal system has not kept up with modern family dynamics.
Instead, there is a two-tiered judicial process, one for divorcing couples and one
for couples who never married.2¢ When parents divorce, there is a legall
framework for the courts to resolve interrelated family law issues experienced by
the couple at the same time, including child support, child custody, parenting
time, and property division. Family court resources that support families and
facilitate conflict resolution, such as mediation and co-parenting education, are
built around divorce.

For parents who do not marry, on the other hand, the legal process does not
facilitate resolution of the interrelated legal issues involved in family separation.
Although child support and parenting fime are legally separate issues, parents
view these issues as inextricably linked. If unmarried parents want to resolve
custody and parenting-time issues, they must file separate court proceedings,
sometimes in different courts. Consequently, when noncustodial fathers are
ordered to pay child support, they do not receive a legal parenting-time
agreement. In addition, courts do not offer the same level of resources to
unmarried families going through a break-up.27

While child support can be a significant source of family income, about a
quarter of fathers in the child support program have low earnings, multiple
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barriers to employment, and difficulty paying child support.28 Many of these
fathers do not have reliable health care or stable housing and can experience
high levels of social isolation.2? Get-tough child support strategies often backfire
by making it harder for low-wage fathers to work, further stressing family
relationships. Often, fathers experience deep distrust of the child support
program and the legal system more broadly.30

The mission of most public and private human services agencies, including child
support, is to increase the financial stability and well-being of children and
families. Although fathers and mothers are both responsible for supporting their
children and face similar barriers to financial stability, human service programs
are typically organized around the needs of mothers and children only. Fathers
can be left out of the picture, treated as the problem, or seen only as a source
of financial support. There is a lack of services available to fathers and men,
leaving them with few places to turn and no one to talk to when they need
help. Human service programs that fail fo engage fathers ignore the important
role of fathers in child well-being and community stability .31

Why It Matters to Families

Children do better when both parents actively raise and support them in healthy
and collaborative environments. Positive noncustodial father involvement is
associated with positive child outcomes, including improved cognitive
development, increased educational achievement and attainment, and better
psychological well-being. Children with involved fathers show more empathy,
emotional security, curiosity, and pro-social behavior.32 Children who are
connected to both parents can draw on the resources of both family networks.

In fatherhood programs, men often describe growing up with adversity,
deprivation, and danger. Half of fathers who participated in CSPED had a poor
or no relationship with their own fathers.33 Fathers participating in PACT
described losing a parent in different ways—through separation, abandonment,
abuse, substance use, depression, incarceration, or death.34 Some men never
met their father. Some men describe the pain of not having a father as a wound
or hole in their lives that can impact their sense of safety, trust, and identity. They
describe their struggle to learn how to become better fathers when they did not
grow up with their own father in stable, healthy circumstances. Lack of paternal
involvement affected their education, social networks, intimate relationships,
and confidence in their ability to raise their own children.35 Losing a parent is an
adverse childhood experience that can contribute to poor physical and mental
health outcomes in adulthood, troubled relationships, despair, and
intergenerational trauma.s3é
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Fathers decide to participate in fatherhood and employment programs like
CSPED and PACT for several reasons, including improving their prospects for
employment and addressing child support debt. However, the most common
reason fathers cite is improving their relationship with their children.3” Men want
to be good fathers and give their children a better life.38 Becoming a father can
be transformative, inspiring them to make changes in their own lives.3? When
noncustodial fathers form close relationships with their children, maintain
effective co-parenting relationships, and have hope for the future, they are
more likely to pay child support.40 But more importantly, their children will grow
up with the support and care of both parents, which can improve their life
trajectory.

Why It Matters to States

Parents and children across two generations benefit from evidence-based
family-centered policies and strategies that increase the financial stability of
noncustodial fathers and custodial families, and increase the positive
involvement of fathers in their children’s lives. By improving parent and child
outcomes, states can reduce costs to the public, society, and families. For
example, the overall benefit of CSPED was expected to outweigh its operational
costs over time.

Strategies that help fathers improve their financial stability, overcome barriers to
employment, and increase their wages can increase lifetime labor force
participation, earnings, child support payments, and tax revenues. Similarly,
strategies that increase paternal involvement and parenting skills can improve
children’s social, emotional, and cognitive functioning and their educational
outcomes. Effective family-centered strategies can reduce costs across
government in legal, child welfare, public education, health care,
unemployment insurance, public assistance, and housing systems.4!

A Better Way to Do Business

Over the past several years, state and local child support programs have been
transitioning toward a family-centered mission that recognizes that parents with
limited incomes may struggle to pay child support. Family-centered child
support draws on multiple strategies to support parenting and co-parenting
relationships and improve the ability of noncustodial fathers to work and pay
support. Family-centered child support is a two-generation (2Gen), holistic
approach that aims to set realistic policies and provide better support to
parents so that they can better support and care for their children.

Like many mothers, many fathers are at the end of their rope. Fathers need
empathic and practical services across human services agencies. Men can be
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reached through their roles as fathers. The child support program is well-
positioned to serve as a service gateway because it interacts with men in their
role as fathers. Child support agencies, along with other human services
programs, can deepen their family-centered culture by building relationships
with both parents. Research shows that integrating family-centered strategies
into the child support program can result in a meaningful culture change that
can gain the trust and cooperation of fathers. By changing the culture and
strategies of their child support program, states and counties increase positive
outcomes for children and their parents.

States can effectively implement or expand evidence-based strategies to
increase paternal engagement and parenting skills, such as:

e Increasing parent access to and information about paternity
acknowledgment as part of prenatal care, including the right to genetic
testing, which emphasizes the emotional investment of both parents in
their child and the ability to include the father’'s name on the birth
certificate;42

e Allowing parents to request services to establish paternity for their child
without opening a case to establish and enforce a support order under a
state option contained in federal rules;43

e Coordinating child support orders and parenting-time agreements and
extending judicial mediation and parenting education resources to
unmarried parents. Child support and parenting time should be resolved
at the same time using alternative dispute resolution procedures or other
processes that put the child’s best interests at the center, aim to reduce
conflict between parents, and support healthy co-parenting relationships;

e Creating specialized child support case management and service referral
activities in non-paying cases, incorporating procedural fairness principles
and frauma-informed practices;44

e Funding public and community-based fatherhood programs and services
across health and human services domains; and

e Implementing the family-centered child support policies and practices,
described in this fact sheet series, which increase the ability and
willingness to pay child support, including ensuring families receive child
support payments, setting accurate and realistic child support orders,
implementing sensible debt reduction strategies, ensuring equal access to
justice, and providing employment services and income supports.

Federal child support funds are available to match state child support program
expenditures at a 66 percent matching rate. States have significant flexibility in
how they use federal matching funds to implement a family-centered child
support program. For example, states may claim federal child support matching
funds to implement specialized case management and to coordinate and
cross-frain with other programs. They also may claim matching funds for
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educational and outreach activities related to child support, including
responsible parenting, co-parenting, and financial education. States may claim
matching funds to pay for alternative dispute resolution processes and pro se
access related to child support activities as well as bus fare or other minor
fransportation expenses to enable parents to participate in them. 45

Although Congress has encouraged states to support safe parenting-time
arrangements, it has not authorized child support matching funds provided
under fitle IV-D of the Social Security Act to pay for the development of
parenting-time agreements or other parenting-time establishment and
enforcement activities.4¢ However, federal guidance recognizes that states may
use the matching funds to coordinate child support and parenting-time services
provided by another program or court so long as those costs are minimal and
incidental to child support activities and the state complies with generally
accepted accounting practices (for example, a state attorney representing the
child support program making the court aware that the parents wish to include
a parenting-time plan in their support order).4”

States may use federal Access and Visitation funds, another OCSE-administered
program, to support and facilitate noncustodial parents’ access to their children
through mediation, counseling, education, parenting plans, visitation
enforcement (including supervised visitation), and visitation and custody
guidelines. The Access and Visitation program is a state formula grant program,
through which each state receives an annual grant of at least $10 million based
on the number of children in the state living with one parent.48 Most funds are
used for parent education, mediation, and the development of parenting plans.
In 2018, over 80,000 custodial and noncustodial parents nationwide participated
in the Access and Visitation program, with almost half of participating
4noncustodial parents experiencing increased parenting time. Most participants
were never married, and more than a quarter of participants had annual
incomes of less than $10,000.50

States also may obtain OCSE approval to use federal child support performance
incentive funds to develop parenting plans.s! In addition, Healthy Marriage and
Responsible Fatherhood competitive grants, administered by the federal Office
of Family Assistance, may be awarded to programs that promote skills-based
parenting education, mediation, counseling, mentoring, and encouraging child
support payments,>2

1 Both fathers and mothers living apart from their children are legally responsible for paying child support, and the
incomes of both parents are taken into account in setting support orders. Although the focus of this fact sheet is on
noncustodial fathers, gender-neutral ferms are used to accurately describe specific research findings and state
practices. This fact sheet is authored by Vicki Turetsky, Esq., former federal Office of Child Support Enforcement (OCSE)
commissioner.
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