
 

  

Moving from Cooperation to Collaboration 
by William Dunn, CPP 

 

Since the inception of the modern child support program, state and federal agencies have relied 

on employers as partners. It has long been a cooperative arrangement. Child support 

enforcement agencies (CSEA) have one set of tasks, and employers another, each contributing 

toward a common result.  

 

The overall mission, however, has always belonged to the CSEAs.  

 

“My company isn’t in the business of collecting employees’ debts,” a payroll manager said to me 

in a moment of pique, “we’re in the business of selling widgets.”  

On reflection, that payroll manager well understood that collecting debts was a part of doing 

business, just as remitting income, social security, and unemployment taxes are important ways 

employers contribute to society while doing business.  

 

When it comes to taxes and child support, those 

numbers can be quantified. Each year, we look forward 

to the federal Office of Child Support Enforcement’s 

(OCSE) report on the amount of child support collected 

in the United States. While this number varies some 

each year, near $30 billion in 2018, another number has 

stayed constant for many years – the percentage of 

child support collected by employers: 75 percent. This is 

the number the American Payroll Association (APA) 

regularly shares with payroll professionals, so they 

understand the impact of their labors.  

 

In 2019, I was startled by another number: $118 billion. 

That, according to OCSE, is the amount of child support 

arrearages owed in the previous year. It is a sobering 

number that puts the success of the child support 

program into perspective.   

 

To reduce $118 billion will require creative thinking, some new legislation, and collaboration 

among all interested parties.  

 

https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/programs/css/child_support_and_employers_infographic.pdf
file:///C:/Users/cwest12/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/INetCache/IE/P0EQE0YA/OCSE


Lump sum employer payments like wage bonuses are largely an untapped source, so CSEAs 

are eager to explore ways to collect from it. Meanwhile, the workforce is changing before our 

eyes with the rise of a gig economy reliant on short-term employment and independent 

contractors. The traditional combination of new-hire reporting and wage withholding is 

considerably less effective with this new workforce.  

 

The difference between cooperation and collaboration is small but significant. In a collaboration, 

partners share a purpose. If CSEAs want higher collections, what are the needs and desires of 

employers and, more importantly, the payroll professionals responsible for administering income 

withholding orders? According to APA members – most of whom pay employees in multiple 

states – payroll professionals want reasonable and consistent rules. Paying employees 

accurately is their ultimate mission. That includes accurately withholding taxes, garnishments, 

and employee benefits. Overly complex or inconsistent rules interfere with that mission. 

 

At the 2018 NCSEA Policy Forum in Washington, D.C., OCSE inspired true collaboration by 

inviting APA representatives to meet with leaders from state CSEAs to discuss withholding from 

lump sum payments. A few months later, this lunch meeting blossomed into the Employer Lump 

Sum Collaborative Workgroup, led by the National Council of Child Support Directors (NCCSD) 

and comprised of representatives from OCSE, APA, and 24 state CSEAs. The Workgroup set 

out to draft model state legislation to establish rules for withholding child support from lump sum 

payments. The name itself held a promise of sorts, that the result would be more than the 

imposition of government regulations on businesses.  

 

After a year, the workgroup had completed its draft of model legislation to address withholding 

from lump sums. The effort required compromise from CSEAs and APA members to develop 

processes and procedures that would increase collections without overburdening employers 

and CSEAs. In 2020, APA hopes to see the model act before state legislatures.  

 

The effort that went into exploring how best to handle withholding from lump sums has further 

inspired the participants to continue working together. In December, NCCSD kicked off the first 

meeting of the Child Support-Employer Collaboration Workgroup, which will explore issues 

identified at last summer’s NCCSD Employer Symposium, including withholding from 

independent contractors, improving the verification of employment process, enhancing the 

national employer database and more.  

 

At APA, we’re looking forward to the work ahead. 
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