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Problem: Too few families are getting 
the child support they deserve
Nationwide, child support payment collection is a big 
problem. The most recently available data shows that 
few single-parent families receive child support at all and 
still fewer receive the entire amount owed them. In fact, 
in 2015, fewer than one in four single-parent families on 
food stamps received any amount of child support.1-2 Even 
among those families who receive support, most only 
receive a portion of what is owed.3

Cost: Lower incomes, more poverty, 
and more dependency
The lack of child support payments should be of concern 
because child support has the power to make an enormous 
difference in children’s lives. Specifically, the payment of 
child support has been proven to help increase incomes, 
decrease poverty, and reduce dependency. When child 
support payments are not paid, however, incomes are 
lower, poverty is higher, and families are more likely to be 
trapped in welfare. 

LO W E R  I N C O M E S

When child support is paid in full, single-parent families 
on food stamps receive an average of nearly $5,700 per 
year.4 These payments boost incomes by more than 54 
percent for these families and more than double incomes 
for families in poverty.5 When families do not receive what 
they are owed, they are robbed of thousands of dollars 
in extra income—a life-changing amount of money for 
someone trapped in dependency and poverty. 
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M O R E  P OV E R T Y

A lack of child support payments also means more 
poverty among single-parent families. Nearly a third of all 
single-parent families who receive no child support are in 
poverty—including 62 percent of such families on food 
stamps.6 

On the other hand, just one in five single-parent families 
are in poverty when the absent parent makes court-
ordered child support payments in full.7 Child support lifts 
more than a million children out of poverty each year and 
brings millions more one step closer to escaping poverty.8

M O R E  D E P E N D E N C Y

The number of single-parent families on food stamps has 
skyrocketed in recent years. Today, more than 6 million 
single-parent families are on the program—more than 
twice as many as in 2000.9-10 Worse yet, most of these 
single-parents will remain trapped in dependency for 
years to come: fewer than one in ten will leave the program 
within a year, while more than 60 percent will languish in 
dependency for more than eight years.11 

However, child support can greatly reduce dependency 
by increasing incomes through increased child support 
payments. 
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Families who receive child support are far less likely to 
receive Medicaid, food stamps, cash welfare, public 
housing, rent subsidies, or other welfare benefits. In fact, 
fewer than one in three single-parent families who receive 
child support in full receive benefits from any of these 
programs.12 On the other hand, nearly half of families who 
do not receive any support are dependent on one or more 
of these welfare programs.13

Families who receive no child support are nearly 50 percent 
more likely to receive Medicaid, nearly 60 percent more 
likely to be on food stamps, and nearly 70 percent more 
likely to receive public housing or rent subsidies as families 
who receive the full amount of owed child support.14 They 
are more than three times as likely to receive cash welfare 
and twice as likely to receive general assistance or other 
welfare benefits.15

Even if they enroll in food stamps and other welfare 
programs, single-parent families who receive child support 
need far less government assistance. In food stamps, 
for example, families who receive no child support cost 
taxpayers nearly 30 percent more per-person than families 
receiving at least $500 in child support per month.16
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Solution: Require child support 
cooperation
Given the power of child support to increase incomes, 
reduce poverty, and reduce dependency, the only question 
for policymakers is how they can help poor children receive 
more of the support they need and deserve. One simple 
step lawmakers can take is to require parents to cooperate 
with states’ child support enforcement efforts.

States have long used child support cooperation 
requirements in cash assistance programs to help families 
get the support they need and reduce government 
dependency. States should build on the success of these 
reforms and expand the requirements to food stamps, 
which is currently an option for states within federal law.

Under this reform, custodial parents would be prohibited 
from obstructing the state’s attempts to establish paternity, 
track down absent parents, or collect child support. 
Likewise, noncustodial parents would be required to make 
court-ordered payments and otherwise cooperate with 
collection efforts. 

If parents refuse to cooperate without good cause—such 
as when the child is the product of rape or incest, when 
there is a risk of domestic violence, or when it would 
otherwise not be in the best interest of the child—they 
would be removed from food stamps. Their children would 
remain enrolled, but parents would need to cooperate to 
return to the program.

One simple 
step 
lawmakers 
can take is to 
require parents 
to cooperate 
with states’ 
child support 
enforcement 
efforts.
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Impact: Child support collections 
increased by nearly 40 percent after 
reform
States have successfully used child support cooperation 
requirements in cash assistance programs for decades, 
but expanding these requirements to food stamps also 
has an impressive track record.

In 2015, Kansas adopted child support cooperation 
requirements for parents on food stamps, estimating that 
the new policy would apply to nearly 20,000 single-parent 
families.17 At the same time, the Kansas Department for 
Children and Families set in place a system to track child 
support collections for families affected by the reform.18 
Within just six months, child support collections increased 
by nearly 40 percent among those impacted by the 
reform.19

This increase only reflects the first round of individuals 
removed from the program for refusing to cooperate 
as the reforms were initially implemented. Based on this 
experience, child support collections among those 
impacted are expected to be approximately $1.8 million 
higher per year now that the reforms have phased in fully.20



Opportunity: Families could see up 
to $300 million in increased child 
support collections
States have a long track record of success in using 
cooperation requirements in cash welfare. Kansas’ 
experience shows the value in expanding those 
requirements to other welfare programs, including food 
stamps. Based on that experience, families could see up to 
$300 million per year in additional child support collections 
if all states adopted these reforms.21

Of course, more work will be needed to ensure that poor 
families get the support they need. But child support 
cooperation requirements are an important first step to 
improving lives, reducing dependency, and helping needy 
and impoverished children.
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Child support 
cooperation 
requirements 
are an 
important 
first step to 
improving 
lives, reducing 
dependency, 
and helping 
needy and 
impoverished 
children.



STATE
SINGLE-PARENT 

FAMILIES ON FOOD 
STAMPS

RECEIVING CHILD 
SUPPORT

Alabama 135,028 18%

Alaska 8,753 25%

Arizona 131,014 19%

Arkansas 68,953 24%

California 545,062 14%

Colorado 67,683 25%

Connecticut 48,512 27%

Delaware 22,851 25%

District of Columbia 19,883 13%

Florida 342,311 25%

Georgia 273,339 31%

Hawaii 17,170 19%

Idaho 26,623 33%

Illinois 272,265 19%

Indiana 132,475 30%

Iowa 55,999 31%

Kansas 38,478 32%

Kentucky 101,703 21%

Louisiana 152,305 23%

Maine 27,100 30%

Maryland 100,569 20%

Massachusetts 121,279 24%

Michigan 198,053 21%

Minnesota 62,036 28%

Mississippi 91,961 35%

Missouri 138,608 26%

Montana 14,634 26%

Nebraska 26,528 38%

Nevada 38,270 21%

New Hampshire 16,573 33%

New Jersey 116,405 8%
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Appendix 1. Just one in four single-parent families on food 
stamps receive any child support



STATE
SINGLE-PARENT 

FAMILIES ON FOOD 
STAMPS

RECEIVING CHILD 
SUPPORT

New Mexico 51,776 21%

New York 357,525 19%

North Carolina 216,571 25%

North Dakota 8,011 34%

Ohio 247,495 28%

Oklahoma 75,786 20%

Oregon 80,374 23%

Pennsylvania 202,127 29%

Rhode Island 21,177 28%

South Carolina 125,738 26%

South Dakota 14,059 25%

Tennessee 158,402 20%

Texas 620,139 26%

Utah 29,534 28%

Vermont 10,415 21%

Virginia 139,576 25%

Washington 127,924 26%

West Virginia 38,613 33%

Wisconsin 115,316 39%

Wyoming 5,537 34%

TOTAL 6,058,518 24%

Appendix 1. Just one in four single-parent families on food 
stamps receive any child support (Continued)
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STATE ADDITIONAL 
COLLECTIONS

Alabama $7,830,000

Alaska $464,000

Arizona $7,436,000

Arkansas $3,711,000

California $33,134,000

Colorado $3,559,000

Connecticut $2,503,000

Delaware $1,202,000

District of Columbia $1,219,000

Florida N/A

Georgia $13,312,000

Hawaii $973,000

Idaho N/A

Illinois $15,556,000

Indiana $6,553,000
Iowa $2,702,000

Kansas N/A

Kentucky $5,645,000

Louisiana $8,245,000

Maine $1,338,000

Maryland $5,654,000

Massachusetts $6,454,000

Michigan N/A

Minnesota $3,134,000

Mississippi N/A

Missouri $7,172,000

Montana $761,000

Nebraska $1,156,000

Nevada $2,120,000

New Hampshire $783,000

New Jersey $7,567,000

STATE ADDITIONAL 
COLLECTIONS

New Mexico $2,883,000

New York $20,263,000

North Carolina $11,491,000

North Dakota $374,000

Ohio $12,471,000

Oklahoma $4,278,000

Oregon $4,361,000

Pennsylvania $10,153,000

Rhode Island $1,080,000

South Carolina $6,508,000

South Dakota $739,000

Tennessee $8,958,000

Texas $32,382,000

Utah $1,494,000
Vermont $579,000

Virginia $7,386,000

Washington $6,655,000

West Virginia $1,812,000

Wisconsin $4,913,000

Wyoming $257,000

TOTAL $289,220,000

Appendix 2. Child support collections could increase by 
nearly $300 million per year
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** As of October 2016, child support cooperation requirements had already been adopted in Florida, Idaho, Kansas, Michigan, 
and Mississippi.
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