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Summary of “Child Support Guidelines: Underlying Methodologies,

Assumptions, and the Impact on Standards of Living”

by R. Mark Rogers and Donald J. Bieniewicz

Child support guidelines currently in use by the U.S. states typically generate awards that are three to four times what they should be if based on economically sound cost tables and on a true equal duty of support standard for both parents.  Guidelines in use by the states do not conform to expected standard of living outcomes for economically equitable guidelines.  These guidelines include Wisconsin-style guidelines (gross and net income basis) and Income Shares (Espenshade-Engel and Betson-Rothbarth basis) as well as recently proposed USDA child cost table based guideline legislation in Minnesota.

Specifically, all of these guidelines have presumptive awards that exceed child costs to such an extent that:

1) In typical cases in which the custodial parent grosses significantly lower income than the non-custodial parent, the custodial parent ends up with a significantly higher standard of living than the non-custodial parent.

2) In typical cases in which the custodial parent grosses significantly higher income than the non-custodial parent, the presumptive award boosts the custodial parent’s relative standard of living rather than narrowing it.

Only the Cost Shares guideline conforms to expected outcomes of economically equitable child support guidelines.  These outcomes include:

1. In typical cases in which the custodial and non-custodial parents have equal gross incomes, the child-support award results in essentially equal standards of living on an after-tax, after-child support basis.

2. In typical cases, the higher income parent (whether custodial or non-custodial) retains a higher standard of living than the other, but the child support award narrows the standard of living gap.

Both of the two primary guidelines currently in use by the states are severely flawed in terms of underlying facts.  Essentially, neither the Incomes Shares nor percent-of-obligor-income guidelines have key underlying facts that continue to exist in actual application.  They are rebutted on their face.  Continued use of these guidelines generally results in extremely inequitable child support awards.  Simple, USDA child cost table based guidelines have similar flaws.  States undergoing guideline reviews should consider adopting the Cost Shares methodology in order to achieve the purpose of child support guidelines—economically appropriate presumptive awards.

