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When state enforcement may help, what these agencies actually do,
and where to start before automatically calling your divorce lawyer

When a former spouse stops paying the full amount of court-ordered
child support, many parents assume their only option is to go back to

their divorce attorney. But there is another route that often gets
overlooked: state child support services.

Every state operates a public child support program under the federal
Title IV-D system. Although the structure differs—some programs are
highly centralized while others are administered through counties or

courts—the core functions commonly include establishing and
enforcing child support orders, collecting and distributing payments,

locating parents and establishing parentage. Income withholding is one
of the principal ways child support is collected.

That doesn’t mean every state agency works equally quickly, or that
state enforcement is the right answer for every post-divorce dispute.

But if the problem is essentially: “There is already an order. My ex
isn’t paying it. I don’t want to hire my lawyer again if I don’t have to.”

your state’s child support program may be a very reasonable place to
start.

My Next Chapter’s existing guidance emphasizes both sides of this
equation: child support is highly state-specific but creating clear

mechanisms for how support gets paid—including direct deposit or an
Income Withholding Order—can help prevent future conflict.



First: What Can State Child Support Services Usually Do?

The details and enforcement thresholds vary, but state programs may be
able to help with:

collecting and distributing child support
issuing or implementing income withholding
maintaining an official payment and arrears record
locating a parent or employer
establishing parentage and support when an order does not yet exist
enforcing an existing order
intercepting certain tax refunds or other funds when arrears qualify
pursuing liens, license-related remedies or other administrative
enforcement available under state law
reviewing an order for possible modification under the state’s rules
coordinating cases when parents live in different states

What they generally are not: your personal divorce attorney.

The agency represents the state’s child-support program and administers
the support case. It usually will not litigate every provision of your divorce
agreement, resolve a custody disagreement, decide whether an ambiguous
expense is reimbursable, or develop a broader post-divorce strategy for
you.

That distinction matters.



New York: Why This Can Be Worth Trying

The My Next Chapter Community discussion that prompted this guide
came from a New York member whose ex was not paying the full support

required by their agreement and was refusing to engage.

Another member strongly recommended New York’s child support
services based on her own experience. Once wage withholding was put in

place, she said the support came through the system rather than
requiring her to continually deal with her co-parent.

For a high-conflict co-parenting relationship, that can be a significant
benefit: you are no longer personally acting as the bill collector.

New York provides a particularly useful illustration of what state
enforcement can do.

When an eligible New York child-support order is payable through the
Support Collection Unit, child-support authorities can use administrative

enforcement measures without requiring a new court hearing for each
action. New York lists remedies that can include increased withholding

toward arrears, state and federal tax-refund offsets, financial-asset
enforcement, credit reporting, driver’s-license suspension and other

measures, depending on the amount and circumstances of the arrears.
Judicial enforcement remains available when necessary.

For New York City parents, the Office of Child Support Services, or OCSS,
collects and sends payments after an order is in place and provides

services to both custodial and noncustodial parents. It expressly notes
that it does not handle custody or visitation, although it can connect

parents with other resources.



The MNC Member Lens

What worked: Wage withholding removed recurring arguments about
payment and created a third-party payment system.

What My Next Chapter Legal Expert Renee Bauer cautions: 

Support enforcement is absolutely an option and may be a good
place to start, but experience with government agencies can be
frustrating and results vary. Cases involving public benefits may

also interact with the state system differently.

Those two observations aren’t contradictory. The state system
can be extremely useful when the problem fits what the system

is designed to solve.



Is Your Problem an Enforcement Problem—or Something Else?

Before deciding where to go, identify what is actually wrong.



The 50-State Child Support Services Guide

How to read the chart

All states operate Title IV-D child-support programs, but who you
actually interact with varies. The federal Intergovernmental
Reference Guide tracks state program structures, including

whether states primarily use administrative procedures, court
procedures or a combination.

“Full IV-D services” below generally means:
establishment/parentage where needed, payment collection and

distribution, income withholding, enforcement and arrears
management, interstate assistance, and some mechanism for
review or modification. The exact eligibility rules, enforcement

thresholds and procedures vary.

The “What to know” column is intentionally more useful than a
state ranking. There is no reliable national apples-to-apples

measure showing that one state’s child-support agency is
universally “better” than another. County, caseworker, court and
case complexity can significantly affect individual experiences.







Also: Washington, D.C.
The District of Columbia’s IV-D agency is the Office of the Attorney General’s Child Support Services

Division. The federal 2026 profile describes D.C.’s system as primarily judicial, meaning court
proceedings play a greater role in establishment, modification and contempt matters than they do in

some more administrative states.



A Better Question Than “Is My State’s Program Good?”

It’s tempting to ask whether New York is “better” at child-support
enforcement than Connecticut, California or Pennsylvania.

But that comparison can be misleading.

A member with an ex who has a regular W-2 job and simply stopped paying
presents a very different enforcement problem from a member whose

former spouse owns several businesses, is self-employed, receives
irregular bonuses or disputes what the divorce agreement requires.

Likewise, someone dealing with a centralized statewide agency may have a
very different experience from someone whose case is administered by an

individual county.



A better assessment is:

1. Is there already a clear child-support order?
If yes, the state agency has something concrete to enforce.

2. Is the problem nonpayment—or interpretation?
Nonpayment: “He owes $2,000 and sent $1,200.”

That’s the kind of problem a child-support enforcement system is
designed to address.

Interpretation: “Our agreement says we share ‘reasonable
extracurricular expenses.’ Does travel hockey count?”

That’s more likely to require negotiation, mediation or legal advice.

3. Does the paying parent have identifiable income?
Income withholding can be extremely effective when someone
receives a regular paycheck. Federal child-support materials

identify employer income withholding as the source of most child-
support payments.

Collection can become more complicated when income comes from
self-employment, cash businesses, variable compensation or

harder-to-trace assets.

4. Do you mainly want enforcement—or individualized strategy?
State services can enforce support.

Your attorney represents you.
Those are different jobs.



What Residents Say: How MNC Should Use Member Feedback

We would not recommend giving states star ratings based on online
reviews.

People are most likely to publicly review government agencies when
something has gone wrong, and the experience of one county office may

say very little about another.

Instead, MNC can build something more useful over time: real member
experience layered onto verified state information.

What Residents Say: How MNC Should Use Member

Feedback

For Example...



New York
Member experience: Wage withholding worked extremely well and

reduced direct interaction with a high-conflict co-parent.
Expert perspective: Renee recommends considering support

enforcement, while cautioning that depending on the state and case,
relying on an agency can sometimes be frustrating.

California
Member experience: MNC feedback needed.

Useful question for members: Did your local child-support agency
successfully implement withholding or recover arrears? How long did the

process take?

Pennsylvania
Member experience: MNC feedback needed.

Useful question: Because cases run through county Domestic Relations
Sections, which county were you in and how responsive was the process?

Connecticut
Member experience: MNC feedback needed.

Useful question: Did you work primarily with DSS, Judicial Support
Enforcement Services or your own attorney—and what made you choose

that route?

This turns the Community into something more useful than anonymous
internet reviews: a growing state-specific knowledge base from people

actually navigating divorce and post-divorce enforcement.



Before You Contact Child Support Services

Have a few things ready.

Your support order or final divorce judgment.
 Find the exact provision establishing child support.

Your payment history.
 Create a simple month-by-month record showing what was due and what you

actually received.

For Example:



6 Questions to Ask the State Agency

When you contact the agency, try asking:

1.   Can you enforce the child-support order I already have?
2.   Do I need to open a case, or is my order already in your system?
3.   Can support be collected through income withholding?
4.   Can you calculate and maintain the official arrears balance?
5.   What enforcement measures may be available if payments continue to
be missed?
6.   What issues would require me to return to court or obtain private legal
counsel?
Those questions should tell you fairly quickly whether the state system
fits the problem you’re trying to solve.

Don’t assume your own calculation is the agency’s official arrears
calculation, but this gives you a clear starting point.

Any existing case or account number.
 If support already runs through a state disbursement system, you

may already have a child-support case.

Employment information you have for the paying parent.
 Employer name, recent employment changes and other available

information can be useful.

Relevant written communication.
 Keep it factual. You don’t need to assemble every argument

you’ve ever had about money.



When It May Be Time to Bring Your Lawyer Back In

State enforcement can be powerful, but it doesn’t eliminate the
need for lawyers in more complicated cases.

Consider individualized legal advice when:

The parties disagree about what the judgment actually requires
The unpaid amount includes expenses outside basic child
support
Income or assets may be hidden
The paying parent is self-employed or has unusually
complicated compensation
One parent is trying to modify the support amount
Substantial arrears have accumulated and administrative
enforcement hasn’t worked
The dispute crosses state or international boundaries in a
complicated way
Enforcement has become intertwined with other provisions of
the divorce judgment
You need a court to make a decision the agency cannot make

And remember: a paying parent generally should not simply
decide to reduce court-ordered support because their

circumstances changed. 

A change in circumstances may support a request for modification
—but modification and enforcement are different processes, and

state-specific rules matter.



The Bottom Line

If your ex isn’t paying child support, your choices aren’t necessarily:
Keep chasing them yourself or Hire your divorce lawyer again

immediately.

There may be a third option sitting between the two: your state’s child-
support services program.

For a relatively straightforward enforcement problem—especially when
there is already a clear order and identifiable employment—state

services may be able to collect payments, implement income
withholding, track arrears and pursue enforcement while reducing the

amount of direct financial interaction between co-parents.

For complicated disputes, state enforcement may be one tool rather
than the entire solution.

The key is to figure out what kind of problem you have first. If it’s:
“The order is clear. The money isn’t coming.”

Child support services may be a very good place to start.

MNC Resource Note
Because child-support programs, agency names, procedures and enforcement thresholds change, My Next Chapter should

treat the 50-state chart as a living resource and review it periodically. The federal Office of Child Support Services’
Intergovernmental Reference Guide provides current state program profiles and is a strong source for ongoing updates.

This guide is for educational and planning purposes only and is not legal advice. Child-support enforcement, modification
procedures, agency responsibilities and available remedies vary by state and individual circumstances. Contact the child-

support agency or a family-law attorney in your state for guidance about your particular case.
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