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Our counties have asked, “Where did this data
come from?” And when we say, “It’s Wisconsin
data, it’s eWiSACWIS data, it’s like our fami-
lies’ data,” they’re like, “Oh,” and it suddenly
means something. And, when we say we’re go-
ing to keep studying it, people are very inter-
ested in that. People clearly feel like the re-
search is going to show them something.

Wisconsin Child Support Policy
Workgroup Leader

The current demand for data-driven decision
making in public programs is widespread. For
example, the Commission on Evidence-Based
Policymaking, which was established by the bi-
partisan Evidence-Based Policymaking Com-
mission Act of 2016, issued its recommenda-
tions in September 2017 calling for the use of
rigorous evidence created as part of routine
government operations in constructing public
policy (CEP 2017). The commission’s call was
quickly followed by the introduction of the re-
lated Foundations for Evidence-Based Policy-
making Act of 2017, introduced by Democratic
Senator Patty Murray (S. 2046) and Republican
Speaker of the House Paul Ryan (H.R. 4174). In
addition, academic conferences on the use of
“big data” and related analytic techniques are
proliferating, and universities and foundations
are making major investments in related pro-
grams. Despite the enthusiasm reflected in
these initiatives, a number of technical, insti-
tutional, and cultural challenges are inherent
in using administrative data for social policy
development that must be addressed. In this
article, we analyze the role of integrated data
from the child support and child welfare sys-
tems in seeding a major policy proposal in Wis-
consin, briefly reviewing the empirical research
supported by the data and how it motivated the
initial consideration of a policy change, before
focusing on implementation challenges and
how integrated administrative data, and related
qualitative research and analysis, can support
cross-system policy innovation.

POLICY ISSUE

Why child support and child welfare programs?
These programs were selected because studies
of related administrative data reveal that, for
low-income, single-parent families, child sup-

port is often a crucial source of economic sup-
port and stability, and in many cases a signifi-
cant share of income (Office of Child Support
Enforcement 2011). Given that numerous stud-
ies have shown that children from low-income
families are more likely than their affluent
peers to experience child abuse or neglect,
we expect that child support can serve as a crit-
ical tool for preventing child maltreatment by
bringing financial resources into the house-
holds of struggling families (Berger 2004; Drake
and Pandey 1996; Pelton 1994; Sedlak et al.
2010). Evidence suggests that even modest in-
creases in family income can reduce maltreat-
ment risk (Cancian, Yang, and Slack 2013; Pel-
ton 1994).

However, whereas child support has the po-
tential to serve as a key resource for single-
parent households living in poverty, it is pos-
sible that the child support system also has the
potential to harm rather than help children in
these families. In particular, when children are
removed from the custodial parent’s home and
placed in out-of-home care, federal policies al-
low child support agencies to divert resources
from the home to recover a portion of the costs
associated with out-of-home care (Chellew,
Noyes, and Selekman 2012; Children’s Bureau
2012). In Wisconsin, the focus of our analysis,
counties operationalize this directive using one
of three mechanisms. First, existing orders of
support from a noncustodial parent (the parent
who lived apart from the child) to the parent
with whom the child lived prior to removal can
be redirected from the noncustodial parent to
the county. Second, the child support system
can initiate a new order for support from the
custodial parent to the county. Third, an exist-
ing order to the custodial parent from the non-
custodial parent can be redirected to the county
and a new order can be established for the cus-
todial parent. In other words, for example, if a
child living with her mother, and receiving child
support from her father, is placed in foster care,
the father’s child support may be redirected,
and a new child support order could be put in
place for the mother, so that both parents make
payments to the county to offset the costs of
foster care.

Given that we know that poverty often con-
tributes to foster care placements, the loss of
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72 USING ADMINISTRATIVE DATA FOR SCIENCE AND POLICY

income due to changes to existing child support
orders and the creation of new orders to offset
foster care costs may be a cause for concern
(Office of Child Support Enforcement 2017;
Waulczyn, Hislop, and Harden 2002). However,
the effects of this practice are apparent only
when data and outcomes are examined across
rather than within systems. This article high-
lights the findings of analyses of longitudinal,
integrated data from both the child welfare and
child support systems that in tandem identified
the implications of child support referrals for
child welfare outcomes. Our analysis informed
the development of policy solutions to preclude
the charging of families for foster care costs,
which our analysis revealed was counterproduc-
tive for both families and the state. But, as we
discuss, this was only an initial step in the pol-
icy change process and just one context in
which integrated data can support innovation.

THE ROLE OF ADMINISTRATIVE DATA
MANAGEMENT AND ANALYSIS IN
SUPPORTING A RESEARCHER-
PRACTITIONER PARTNERSHIP
Researchers at the Institute for Research on
Poverty (IRP) have a long-standing relationship
with State of Wisconsin agencies to support
policy-related research. Of particular interest
to this article is the close collaboration between
IRP researchers and the Wisconsin Department
of Children and Families (DCF).! As part of the
long-standing Child Support Research Agree-
ment, researchers at IRP and practitioners and
policymakers in the DCF Bureau of Child Sup-
port work together to identify a set of research
projects aimed at improving policy and practice
as they relate to the child support system, the
families the system serves, and the agencies
and programs with which the system interacts.
These projects include research reviews, ap-
plied research to address specific policy and
practice concerns, exploratory research to fuel
innovations within the system, and program
evaluation. A key advantage of this collabora-

tion is the ability of researchers and practitio-
ners to work together to share questions and
ideas for answering them, and to develop and
evaluate potential policy and practice innova-
tions.

Research conducted under the Child Sup-
port Research Agreement is facilitated by the
integrated data system maintained at IRP
known as the Wisconsin Data Core. The Wis-
consin Data Core was initially created through
ajoint effort between IRP and DCF that has now
expanded to include other state agencies. The
Wisconsin Data Core, generated annually by
IRP analysts, draws data from the state’s public
assistance, child welfare (eWiSACWIS), child
support, unemployment insurance, and incar-
ceration (Wisconsin Department of Correc-
tions and Milwaukee County Jail) administra-
tive data systems. At the heart of the Wisconsin
Data Core is the Multi-Sample Person File
(MSPF), which identifies each individual that
appears in the administrative data and then
matches those individuals across all of the pro-
gram data systems in order to create a unique
record for each individual. The MSPF also in-
cludes demographic information and county-
level location information on each individual.
The MSPF can be linked to program case and
participation files, resulting in the creation of
analysis files that include administrative data
from multiple sources and across time. Sepa-
rate files indicate family relationships (mothers
and fathers) for those individuals for whom
these relationships can be determined from the
available data.

By linking individual-level administrative
data from multiple human service agencies,
across time, the Wisconsin Data Core provides
researchers with the opportunity to create a
more complete picture of service needs and
outcomes, identify clients who are served by
multiple systems, examine participation trends
over time, and support cross-program evalua-
tion and analysis. Additionally, by leveraging
records from multiple systems that serve par-

1. The Wisconsin Department of Children and Families is responsible for providing (and overseeing county
provision of) services to assist children and families, including child abuse and neglect investigations, adoption
and foster care services, the Wisconsin Works program, the childcare subsidy program, and child support en-
forcement and paternity establishment, among other programs and services.
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ents and children (such as Medicaid birth re-
cords and paternity establishment from the
child support system) and using this informa-
tion to link parents to their children, it is pos-
sible to construct longitudinal household and
family participation records. This is a particu-
larly important advantage because many fami-
lies are served by multiple systems; however,
administrative records from many systems have
historically not been shared or linked, thereby
severely limiting examination of cross-system
effects.

The availability of data through the Wiscon-
sin Data Core has played a crucial role in fa-
cilitating the researcher-practitioner partner-
ship between IRP and DCF. The data were, and
continue to be, an essential component of the
researcher-practitioner collaboration in Wis-
consin. The availability of the data was critical
to the collaborative effort discussed in this ar-
ticle.

USE OF INTEGRATED ADMINISTRATIVE
DATA TO ASSESS POLICY ISSUES

The collaboration reflected here was born out
of concern about the potential effects of a cur-
rent U.S. federal law that requires states to take
steps to secure child support from biological
parents who have a child in foster care. Al-
though federal policy allows for consideration
of the best interests of the child when determin-
ing whether to pursue child support to offset
the costs of foster care, decisions about child
support often focus on the responsibility of
both parents to provide financial support and
on the ostensible cost savings of charging par-
ents for their children’s care (Chellew, Noyes,
and Selekman 2012). Given that poverty often
contributes to foster care placements (Office of
Child Support Enforcement 2017; Wulczyn, His-
lop, and Harden 2002), and consistent with ex-
perimental evidence suggesting that child sup-
port payments to custodial parents reduces
child welfare involvement (Cancian, Yang, and
Slack 2013), DCF staff raised concerns that di-
verting child support or requiring formerly res-
ident parents to pay child support could delay

or disrupt reunification efforts (that is, chil-
dren’s return to their parents). The most salient
policy question is whether it is cost effective to
order resident parents (typically mothers) to
pay child support, and to divert child support
payments from noncustodial parents (typically
fathers), when children are placed in foster
care. In particular, are the foster care costs that
are thereby “recovered” by the child support
system on behalf of the county greater than
the related administrative and program costs?
Of particular concern, given that poverty is a
significant factor in many child welfare cases,
was whether the obligation to pay child sup-
port would create a financial barrier to chil-
dren returning to their parents. Given the high
costs of providing foster care, if child support
obligations delayed reunification, the net im-
pact was expected to be an increase in public
costs.

Using statewide, longitudinal, integrated
data from both the child welfare and the child
support systems available through the Wiscon-
sin Data Core, we were able to analyze the in-
teractions between the child support and child
welfare systems to address these questions.”
Three types of analyses were completed: de-
scriptive, causal, and cost-benefit.

Initial descriptive analysis demonstrated
that children in foster care whose mothers were
required to pay child support had, on average,
longer spells out of home (Cancian and Seki
2010). However, identifying whether child sup-
port orders have a causal effect on the length
of time children spend in foster care is chal-
lenging because the positive relationship be-
tween child support orders and the length of
out-of-home placements could potentially stem
from a number of factors. Based on conversa-
tions with state and local child welfare agency
staff, we expected that the relationship could
simply reflect an appropriate assessment of the
likely length of an out-of-home placement. For
example, if a child welfare worker knows that a
child is likely to be in an out-of-home place-
ment for a significant period, the welfare worker
may be more likely to pursue an order for the

2. Although not all of the researchers who contributed to this and other analyses summarized are listed as au-
thors, the article uses we throughout to refer to the body of work generated during the IRP-DCF partnership.

RSF: THE RUSSELL SAGE FOUNDATION JOURNAL OF THE SOCIAL SCIENCES



74 USING ADMINISTRATIVE DATA FOR SCIENCE AND POLICY

preplacement resident parent (the parent with
whom the child lived before being placed in
foster care), or to redirect an established child
support order from the preplacement resident
parent to the child welfare system. In that case,
the positive relationship between child support
orders and length of placement could simply
reflect the higher rate of referrals to child sup-
port for families with children expected to be
out of home for a longer period. On the other
hand, for disadvantaged families who are re-
quired to address an income-related deficiency
as part of the requirements to be reunified with
their child, such as finding adequate housing,
charging the preplacement resident parent
child support may create barriers to meeting
the permanency plan requirements, which can
impede reunification. The implications for pol-
icy depend on identifying the causal relation-
ship.

Using the statewide longitudinal data avail-
able in the Wisconsin Data Core, we were able
to identify and exploit the natural variation in
county child support referral practices to esti-
mate the causal effect of referring parents to
child support on the duration of out-of-home
placements. Although Wisconsin operates a
state-supervised child welfare system, child
welfare agencies are county run, and variation
in policy interpretation and implementation
across counties is substantial. Analysis of ad-
ministrative records allowed us to identify sig-
nificant differences in the proportion of moth-
ers referred to child support throughout the
state, some counties referring virtually all foster
care cases to child support, and other counties
rarely, if ever, making a referral. Using variation
in referral rates as an instrument, we estimated
the effect of child support orders on foster care
spells—essentially comparing differences in
time to reunification for children of mothers
who live in low-probability counties, where they
are less likely to be referred to child support,

versus those in high-probability counties,
where they are more likely to be referred to
child support (Cancian et al. 2017). We found
that charging preplacement custodial mothers
(the parent the child lived with before being
placed in foster care) or redirecting the child
support income the preplacement custodial
mothers receive to the county results in a sub-
stantial loss in resources for families. Further,
our estimates suggested that a $100 child sup-
port order to offset foster care costs is associ-
ated with a 6.6-month delay in reunification or
other permanency options. This finding is im-
portant, not only because the extra time in care
is financially costly for counties operating child
welfare systems, but also because it delays re-
unification for the families, which is a priority
for the child welfare system (Child Welfare In-
formation Gateway 2012).

For these findings to better inform policy, it
was important to estimate the extent to which
the additional financial costs associated with a
delay in reunification would be offset by the
child support collections made to the county
following an out-of-home placement. Again, in-
tegrated administrative data available through
the IRP Data Core were important, and were
used for a cost-benefit analysis (Chellew, Noyes,
and Selekman 2012). The cost-benefit analysis
found that 55 percent of children in the child
welfare system were associated with a child sup-
port order. These orders totaled $11.8 million,
which, if fully collected, would have recovered
8 percent of child welfare expenditures in 2011.
However, of all of the out-of-home placements
made in 2011, only 18.2 percent of cases were
associated with at least one child support pay-
ment, totaling $3.0 million. Additionally, $1.1
million was collected in arrears. Therefore, on
average, counties recovered less than 3 percent
of child welfare expenditures in 2011.° Given the
small percentage of child welfare expenditures
recovered by associated child support pay-

3. Because child welfare agencies provide a multitude of services that are interrelated, it is challenging to disag-

gregate case management and program services into discrete activities. This, along with the fact that child

welfare services are financed through various funding mechanisms, led us to use a very conservative estimate

of out-of-home costs. We did not account for administrative or facility costs or the long-term societal costs of

having children in the child welfare system for an extended period. Instead, we calculated only the costs of pay-

ments to care providers using state administrative data and county fiscal data. In addition to these estimates,
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ments and the estimated delay in reunification
associated with child support orders, we con-
cluded that ordering parents whose children
have been removed from their custody to pay
child support was not cost effective.

In this example, administrative data, inte-
grated across programs and data systems,
were essential in identifying the consequences
of the interaction between two relatively
siloed programs. These data also allowed re-
searchers to observe systematic differences in
practice across counties, and to leverage those
differences to estimate the impact of alterna-
tive approaches. The results of that analysis,
with the related cost-benefit analysis, pro-
vided a basis for leadership in the Wisconsin
Department of Children and Families to con-
sider a new approach to serving families du-
ally engaged in the child welfare and child
support systems.

UNDERSTANDING THE PROCESSES
REVEALED BY THE ANALYSIS OF
ADMINISTRATIVE DATA

In Wisconsin, discretion in the referral of child
welfare-involved families to child support en-
forcement rests entirely with the child welfare
agency. Child welfare staff are expected to have
the information needed to support an assess-
ment of the steps most consistent with the best
interests of the child. Once they make their as-
sessment, the child support referral is automat-
ically generated. Although the analysis of ad-
ministrative data highlighted key differences
in outcomes of the referral process—some
agencies referring almost all cases, and others
rarely referring any—it provided far less insight
into the differences in policy and practice that
accounted for the variation across counties. We
turned to a qualitative study of agency practice
to better understand county processes for refer-
ring cases to child support following an out-of-
home placement. We wanted to understand
workers’ perspectives regarding the relevant
policies and also to determine whether agency
practice is influenced by the information tech-
nology. This understanding was essential to the

development of potential policy modifications
regarding the referral process.

State Policy

In Wisconsin, at the time of removal, and be-
fore a foster home can be determined, county
child welfare workers respond to three ques-
tions in the Wisconsin Statewide Automated
Child Welfare Information System, which then
automatically determines whether a referral to
child support will be made. The questions are
as follows:

Is this referral in the best interests of the
child?

Is the placement expected to be long term?

Is the worker aware of a court order for
child support or is this otherwise an appro-
priate case to refer for child support ser-
vices?

As noted in figure 1, a positive response to
questions 1 and 2 in combination will result in
areferral to child support. Alternatively, a pos-
itive response to question 3 will also initiate a
referral to child support regardless of how the
other questions were answered. If question 1 or
question 3 is marked yes, then the referral ap-
plies to field is displayed and becomes required.
Child protective service workers can then
choose among three choices. The choices are
both parents, father only, and mother only.
Once a referral is made to child support, the
child support agency must take the requisite
action and work the case.

In most cases, the mother is the preplace-
ment resident parent and the father is the non-
custodial parent (the parent who lived apart
from the child). Therefore, when a child welfare
worker selects mother only, it typically means
they are referring the preplacement resident
parent to child support. Referring the preplace-
ment resident parent to child support gener-
ates a new child support order that requires the
preplacement resident parent to pay a monthly
fee to the county to offset the costs of care for

we calculated the amount of child support collected for all foster care cases during 2011, including arrears, using
administrative data from the child support enforcement system.
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Figure 1. Current System Flow

When entering placements in the eWiSACWIS, child welfare staff use three questions

to determine if a child support referral is appropriate.

1. Is this referral in the best
interest of the child?

]

|

2. Is this placement expected
to be long-term?

OR

3. Is the worker aware of a court

order for child support or is this

an otherwise appropriate case to
refer to the child support services?

AND ——

Automatic
Referral

At least one parent of the child in OHP must be identified in order for a referral to occur.

Source: Authors, in collaboration with Wisconsin Department of Children and Families staff and lead-

ership.

their child. On the other hand, when a child
welfare worker selects father only, it usually re-
fers to the noncustodial parent and the system
prompts the child support worker who receives
the case to determine if there is already a child
support order in place.* If the custodial parent
already has a child support order established,
the child support worker will redirect the order
from the custodial parent to the county. If an
order is not in place, the child support worker
will attempt to locate the noncustodial parent
and establish an order. Finally, if the child wel-
fare worker indicates that both parents should
be referred to child support, the child support
worker will open cases for both parents, or open
a case for the preplacement resident parent and
redirect the preplacement resident parent’s
child support payments to the county, if an order
is already in place for the noncustodial parent.

County Practices

Even though Wisconsin has a policy regarding
the referral of out-of-home placement cases to
child support that emphasizes the best inter-
ests of the child and the expected duration of

the placement, most child welfare workers re-
ported, through in-depth, semi-structured in-
terviews, that they refer all cases to child sup-
port and do not exercise their discretion when
making the decision (Chellew, Noyes, and Sele-
kman 2012). This practice is based on the belief
that child support payments are an important
source of revenue for the county and that refer-
rals to child support help hold parents respon-
sible for their children while their children are
in foster care. Among those workers who re-
ported exercising some discretion, variation in
practice was substantial. For example, some
county workers did not refer cases that they
thought would last for less than six months;
others, who reported having good working re-
lationships with their child support agency,
worked with child support workers to deter-
mine the appropriateness of a referral based on
factors related to both the child welfare and
child support records (Howard, Noyes, and
Cancian 2013). Staff noted that their county re-
ferral practices reflected a compromise be-
tween doing what is in the best interests of the
child and the county’s need to recover costs.

4. In some cases, though less prevalent, the father is the resident parent and the mother is the noncustodial

parent.
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Figure 2. Chart of Preplacement Resident Parent Referral Questions

For cases where the out-of-home placement is expected to be longer than six months and/or
reunification with the preplacement resident parent is the primary goal.

Start Here:

Question 1: Would pursuing
child support make it difficult
for the resident parent to
maintain a household for the
child(ren) to return to?

!

I\lO

Question 2: As part of the
reunification plan, is the parent
required to participate in
activities which make it difficult
to obtain or maintain
employment (consider
participation in drug
rehabilitation, mental health
counseling, incarceration, etc.)?

!

NO

|

Referral to child support
(with the option to refer the
mother, father, or both parents)

—> YES

——> YES

N\

No referral to child support

Source: Authors, in collaboration with Wisconsin Department of Children and Families staff and lead-

ership.

IDENTIFYING PRACTICE OPTIONS

The quantitative analysis of integrated admin-
istrative data confirmed concerns about redi-
recting child support payments from noncusto-
dial parents to the county, or requiring custodial
parents to pay child support to the county, when
a child is placed in foster care. The initial qual-
itative interviews helped explain county varia-
tion in the application of the policy. Although
these analyses supported identification of the
policy problem, developing an appropriate solu-
tion and an implementation strategy again re-
quired information well beyond that available
from administrative data analysis. To support
that effort, sixty child welfare staff from eleven
counties were interviewed. Counties were in-
vited to participate based on their geographical

location, population size, poverty levels, rela-
tionship with child support staff, and—here,
leveraging the analysis of administrative data—
the frequency of out-of-home placement cases
referred to child support. A flowchart developed
by IRP researchers in consultation with DCF
staff was used as a tool to assist county staff in
thinking about what the best interests of the
child may mean as well as the potential timing
of a referral.

The flowchart, reflected in figure 2, asked
child welfare workers to think about two ques-
tions as they worked through a figurative case
in which the out-of-home placement is ex-
pected to be longer than six months or reunifi-
cation with the preplacement resident parent
is the primary goal:
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Would pursuing child support make it dif-
ficult for the resident parent to maintain a
household for the child(ren) to return to?

As part of the reunification plan, is the par-
ent required to participate in activities that
make it difficult to obtain or maintain em-
ployment (consider participation in drug
rehabilitation, mental health counseling,
incarceration)?

In many instances, child welfare workers
were able to identify cases for which such a
decision-making structure would have been
useful, given that paying child support did se-
verely affect the families and may have inter-
fered with reunification. In considering the first
question, for example, child welfare workers
noted that charging parents child support after
their child is removed from their home only
adds to the distress of the family, because do-
ing so decreases the resources available to be-
ing able to maintain housing and access ser-
vices necessary prior to allowing the child to
return to the home. Further, charging child sup-
port may undermine the ability for a parent to
continue a relationship with a child who is
placed out of home. One worker noted, for in-
stance, that although the agency encourages
parents to visit their children and still purchase
items for them, such as their winter coat or fa-
vorite food, it becomes increasingly difficult for
parents to continue to do so if they are paying
child support. Another worker noted a particu-
lar case in which, after receiving a child support
order, a mother stopped visiting her child, who
was placed in a residential treatment facility far
from her home, because she could not afford
the costs of such visits while also paying child
support.

However, despite recognizing the challenges
that charging child support may create for fam-
ilies, many workers expressed concern about
being able to distinguish between parents who

have a hard time paying child support because
of poor money management, or some other per-
sonal action, versus those parents who truly
cannot afford child support, despite their best
efforts. Underlying these concerns was the is-
sue of the timing of the referral to child sup-
port, given the need to determine the best in-
terests of the child. Over the course of the
interviews, child welfare workers identified
three key sets of concerns.

Developing adequate information. In counties
where intake is separated from ongoing case
management within child welfare, intake work-
ers were uncomfortable with thinking about
what might be in the best interests of the child
in determining whether parents should be re-
ferred to child support based on their ability to
pay.® These workers felt that they did not know
the families well enough and did not want to
get into questions related to income at the time
of removal. Ongoing child welfare workers
seemed much more willing to think about the
best interests question because they felt better
able to assess the financial situation of the fam-
ily. They felt that after working with the family
for a time, they would know whether a family
could afford to pay child support.

Assessing potential length of removal. Most
workers did not feel able to determine the
length of a placement during the initial re-
moval of a child. Workers reported not knowing
whether a case was going to last more than six
months when a child was initially removed.
Others remarked that they felt answering yes
went against their programmatic goal to reunify
children as quickly as possible.

Establishing reunification activities. Some
workers stated that they try to think about the
parent’s ability to maintain employment when
assigning reunification activities. Those who
said that they did not consider reunification
requirements when making referrals were still
able to give examples of cases where it was im-

5. In some counties, child welfare services are provided by two different staff members: intake and ongoing child
welfare workers. In these cases, intake staff assess allegations of child abuse and neglect and determine whether
the allegations are substantiated. An intake worker who determines that maltreatment has occurred is respon-

sible for removing the child from the home and locating an out-of-home placement. Once this occurs, the case

is transferred to an ongoing child welfare worker who has oversight of out-of-home placement cases. The ongo-

ing worker is responsible for conducting a family assessment, creating a permanency plan, assisting with reuni-

fication efforts, and evaluating the parent’s progress toward the goals outlined in the permanency plan.
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possible for parents to maintain employment
and follow the permanency plan activities.
Many child welfare workers ultimately agreed
that it is important to know what the reunifica-
tion activities will require before referring par-
ents to child support.

The interviews highlighted the importance
of the timing of referrals for determining what
is in the best interests of the child. The process
of discussing the flowchart in figure 2 yielded
important information to be considered in po-
tentially modifying state policy and providing
guidance regarding its implementation to
county child welfare workers. However, al-
though workers indicated that delaying refer-
rals has a number of potential advantages,
many child welfare workers contested changes
in the timing of referrals due to concerns re-
lated to cost recovery and parental responsi-
bility.

INFORMING POLICY DEVELOPMENT
AND IMPLEMENTATION

Proponents of the researcher-practitioner
model argue that research-practice partner-
ships facilitate greater use of research in agency
decision making (Tseng 2012). Developing re-
search with implications for policy and pro-
gram improvement is a central goal of the
IRP-DCF collaboration. In many cases, the Wis-
consin Data Core and access to its integrated
administrative data make it possible for the
partnership to thrive and be successful. This is
the case for the policy problem discussed here.
Without the integrated administrative data, we
would not have been able to identify and exam-
ine patterns of cross-system program participa-
tion. Even though DCF staff noted an area of
concern, without statewide data for a large sam-
ple, our ability to find a potential instrument
and identify the causal relationship between
child support orders and time in care would
have been quite limited. In the absence of the
analysis of state administrative data and county
fiscal data, the child support recovered from
parents was easily quantified, but the delay in
reunification, and associated costs, were invis-
ible. The administrative data analysis provided
DCF with an opportunity to better understand
their child support referral policy and its impli-
cations. Moreover, these findings, in combina-

tion with the qualitative studies of county child
support referral practices, allowed researchers
at IRP to not only analyze current practice, but
also help inform the discussion of options for
change.

Seeding Collaboration
IRP researchers discussed the findings with
DCEF officials in a variety of settings. After con-
sideration, the DCF Division of Economic Se-
curity, which has responsibility for the child
support enforcement system, and the DCF Di-
vision of Safety and Permanence, which has re-
sponsibility for the child welfare system, made
the joint decision to work with IRP researchers
to begin to develop alternatives to current pol-
icy and practice. This collaboration not only
represents a promising and novel approach to
addressing an unintended policy consequence,
but also constitutes a major milestone in efforts
for the two systems to work jointly to coordi-
nate policy and practice.

This collaborative endeavor was made pos-
sible by a number of factors (Howard 2018). The
following are the four most prominent:

A new administrative structure established
in 2008 brought the administrations of
child welfare and child support, along with
other human service programs, into a sin-
gle department, the Wisconsin Department
of Children and Families. In theory, having
the two systems under the same adminis-
trative structure increased opportunities for
coordination.

Guidance at the federal level encouraged
collaboration between child welfare and
child support systems. For instance, even
though federal policy states it is the state
child welfare agency’s responsibility to de-
termine which cases to refer based on a de-
termination of the best interests of the
child, the federal government issued guid-
ance in 2012 encouraging child welfare and
child support agencies “to work together to
develop criteria for appropriate referrals in
the best interests of the child involved” (Of-
fice of Child Support Enforcement 2012).

The cross-program analysis conducted by
IRP, through its partnership with DCEF,
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showed how policies and practices in the
child welfare system affect clients served by
the child support system and vice versa.

Strong leadership, with endorsement of the
value of research to inform policy and prac-
tice by DCF’s leadership, specifically the de-
partment’s secretary, greatly facilitated the
collaborative project.

Developing Policy Alternatives
Building on the administrative data analysis,
cost-benefit analysis, and qualitative studies,
the two DCF divisions and IRP staff developed
a framework for modifying the Wisconsin child
support policy and delaying referrals to child
support from the initial foster care placement
to six months after the initial placement. This
time frame was selected because, at the six-
month mark, child welfare workers are required
to establish a permanency plan for children in
out-of-home care. The plan outlines the activi-
ties parents are required to complete to be re-
unified with their children. During interviews
conducted as part of the qualitative research
components, child welfare workers noted that
at this point they have a better sense of the fam-
ily’s lifestyle, their likely cooperation with the
permanency plan and reunification activities,
and their connection with their children. That
allows them to assess whether a family is mov-
ing toward reunification, what the parents’ pri-
orities are, and whether charging child support
would be in the best interests of the child. This
understanding of child welfare practice was
central to the development of the policy recom-
mendations. Other factors in support of the de-
lay emerged more clearly from the analysis of
caseload dynamics. In particular, many entries
into foster care are short term; cases that re-
main open at six months are less likely to close
in the time it will take to establish an order. By
contrast, if cases are immediately referred to
child support, the order may go into effect after
a child and the parents already reunited. Once
a child support order is initiated, it can be
costly and time consuming to stop the order,
and if the order remains in place after reunifi-
cation, it may increase the risk of the child re-
entering the child welfare system.

The plan received immediate support from

DCF’s senior leadership. The modified policy
framework was approved, and DCF assembled
a workgroup to flesh out the details of the pol-
icy modifications and determine how best to
implement it. The workgroup, which com-
prised county and state child welfare and child
support representatives, drew on research from
IRP and on additional agency analysis of ad-
ministrative data. The final recommendations
from the workgroup, which are currently under
review, call for referrals to child support to be
delayed for at least six months, and indefinitely
if the parents are actively working toward re-
unification.

Importance of Research

During the summer and fall of 2017, we con-
ducted semi-structured interviews with mem-
bers of the policy implementation workgroup.
The interview sample included all twenty-eight
workgroup members. Four members of the
workgroup had left their position either before
the start of the research study or during the
data collection phase. Eighty-five percent of the
potential sample of all workgroup members
participated in an interview. One of the pri-
mary themes explored during the interviews
was the role of research during the policy de-
velopment, modification, and implementation
phases. The workgroup facilitators under-
scored the significance of the research for both
identifying possible innovations and engaging
workgroup members. One staff member ex-
plained that it is “rare [for DCF] to look at the
data before jump[ing] in and work[ing] on [a]
policy change.” Instead, the department usually
makes policy decisions based on practice expe-
rience. However, the staff member noted that
having Wisconsin-based research that shows
that pursuing child support delays reunifica-
tion efforts allowed the agency to use “actual
research as the basis for making a policy deci-
sion.” Moreover, when describing how they
used the research to obtain buy-in and motivate
workgroup members, one of the facilitators
noted, “I always start the conversation with the
research. Every conversation I have had about
this policy, I [have] start[ed] with the research.”
For this facilitator, the research represented an
objective middle ground. Understanding the
strong convictions some child welfare workers
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and counties have about the role of child sup-
port in both holding parents responsible for
their children and offsetting the costs of out-
of-home placements, the facilitator used the
research to focus policy discussions on the em-
pirical evidence of the impact of current prac-
tice. Further, another workgroup leader ex-
plained that DCF used the research as a tool to
facilitate engagement with stakeholders and
obtain buy-in from child welfare and child sup-
port staff. She explained, “Our counties have
asked, ‘Where did this data come from?’ And
when we say, ‘It's Wisconsin data, it’s eWiSAC-
WIS data, it’s like our families’ data, they’re
like, ‘Oh, and it suddenly means something.
And, when we say we’re going to keep studying
it, people are very interested in that. People
clearly feel like the research is going to show
them something.” The responses from the
workgroup leaders suggest that having research
on the very population served by practitioners
helped to establish credibility among case-
worker staff and other stakeholders.

In addition to workgroup leaders, work-
group members have indicated that grounding
the policy change in research has been helpful
for building momentum around the new policy.
For instance, one explained, “I think it’s a really
smart policy and then if you can get buy-in from
different stakeholders by showing them the re-
search and appealing to people’s sense of not
wanting kids to stay in out-of-home care longer
than they need to, then you can build consen-
sus and build good will about the policy. And,
then you can move forward. Any time we have
an opportunity to create policy that’s grounded
in research, we should because it’s smart. It’s a
really, really smart thing to do.” Further, despite
the range of beliefs around the use and need
for child support orders, another workgroup
member noted, “I think that everyone who was
in the workgroup was genuinely interested in
hearing the research and working together to
create a policy that would work and to share the
expertise that they had.” The research therefore

provided leaders with a vehicle not only for
launching discussions on the research findings,
but also for engaging practitioners in a dialogue
about the implications of implementing a pol-
icy based on their experiences working with cli-
ents.

Preparing for Implementation
Regardless of the evidence base for a policy
change, understanding stakeholders’ perspec-
tives is critical to assessing potential barriers
and facilitators to implementation. In the case
of the modified child support referral policy,
county child welfare agencies will be respon-
sible for implementing the policy redesign.
Therefore, their view of the policy is important
because their buy-in is likely to shape how well,
and to what extent, they implement the modi-
fied policy (Bartlett and Vavrus 2017; Lipsky
1980; Zacka 2017). Moreover, our early inter-
views suggested that some child welfare work-
ers strongly believe that they need to refer par-
ents to child support in order to recover costs
associated with out-of-home care (Howard,
Noyes, and Cancian 2013). This tension may
lead some counties to find a work-around,
which would interfere with the fidelity of policy
implementation and be expected to compro-
mise effectiveness (Durlak and DuPre 2008).
To assess stakeholders’ perceptions of the
appropriateness and usefulness of the modified
policy, and their beliefs on the causes of poverty
and child maltreatment, we administered a sur-
vey to child welfare workers statewide.® The sur-
vey was sent to all child welfare intake and on-
going staff, as well as to supervisors, throughout
Wisconsin. Individuals in these roles were se-
lected as the sample population because they
are usually responsible for determining if a
child should be removed from their home, if a
child support order should be made, and reuni-
fication goals. Ultimately 1,159 individuals par-
ticipated in the survey, for a response rate of 58
percent. Most of the questions in the survey
were based on the Consolidated Framework for

6. This survey, known as the Wisconsin Child Support Policy Redesign Implementation Survey was a web based,
Qualtrics survey, administered by the University of Wisconsin Survey Center during the summer of 2017 ap-
proximately six months before the scheduled statewide implementation of the modified child support policy.
The instrument underwent two rounds of pilot testing to ensure face-validity and ease of use before it entered

the field. The survey was in the field for four weeks.
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Implementation Research, and were devoted to
either understanding the respondents’ percep-
tions on the validity of the evidence for the pol-
icy redesign or their perceptions on the appro-
priateness and usefulness of the modified
policy (Damschroder et al. 2009).”

Only one in four survey respondents (24.7
percent) indicated that they were aware of the
child support policy redesign prior to taking
part in the survey. Of those who were aware,
36.4 percent specified that they understood the
purpose of the redesign somewhat well, and
about 20.0 percent indicated that they under-
stood very or extremely well.

Perceptions on the Evidence That

Led to the Redesign

Relatively few of all survey respondents (15.3
percent) indicated that they were aware of the
research from IRP on the relationship between
child support referrals and the amount of time
children spend in foster care prior to taking the
survey.® The respondents who were aware of the
research conducted by IRP were asked how well
they remember the research; if they were sur-
prised by the research findings, based on their
previous experiences making child support re-
ferrals for families involved in the child welfare
system; and the extent to which the research
findings changed their perspective. As shown
in table 1, about one in four (27.1 percent) of
these respondents indicated that they remem-
bered the research somewhat well and about 10
percent noted that they remembered it very or
extremely well. Additionally, 11 percent of re-
spondents reported that they were either very
or extremely surprised by the research findings.
Many respondents (38.4 percent) were at least
somewhat surprised by the research results,
and about half (47.2 percent) reported that their
perspective was at least somewhat changed by
the research.

All respondents, regardless of their familiar-
ity with the IRP research, were asked two gen-
eral questions about the role of economic re-
sources on the risk of child maltreatment. As

shown in table 1, more than 85 percent of re-
spondents believe that economic resources
affect a child’s risk of maltreatment at least
somewhat, and more than half indicate that
economic resources affect it quite a bit or a very
great deal. The same percentage believe eco-
nomic resources affect a family’s involvement
in the child welfare system.

In sum, relatively few respondents were
aware of the original research that contributed
to the policy redesign, and six months prior to
the proposed implementation only about one
in four were aware of the modified policy. Yet,
more than 85 percent believe that economic re-
sources affect a child’s risk of maltreatment
and a family’s involvement in the child welfare
system at least somewhat, and more than half
believe that economic resources affect both sit-
uations quite a bit or a very great deal. These
results indicate that the majority of child wel-
fare workers agree that there is a connection
between economic resources and child mal-
treatment and child welfare involvement, even
though relatively few were aware of the child
support policy redesign, its purpose, and the
evidence base.

CONCLUSION
High-quality data are in great demand as
policymakers seek to make decisions about
programs and funding using evidence-based
strategies. As a result, universities and other
research organizations have invested substan-
tial effort, time, and financial resources in cre-
ating systems and analyzing data in such a way
that meets these needs. In Wisconsin, compre-
hensive administrative data is the cornerstone
of the researcher-practitioner model. IRP and
Wisconsin state agencies, particularly DCEF,
have supported this model through investment
in and sustained maintenance of the Wisconsin
Data Core in the context of a long-standing col-
laborative partnership.

The child support referral policy analysis de-
scribed in this article illustrates the advantages
of a joint effort that brings together linked ad-

7. The Consolidated Framework for Implementation Research (CFIR) provides a framework of constructs that
are associated with effective implementation. Each of the child support policy redesign-specific questions were

mapped to a CFIR construct.

8. The respondents who were aware of the redesign were more likely to be aware of the research from IRP.
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Table 1. Staff Perceptions of Child Welfare Practice, Economic Resources, and Child Outcomes

Relationship Between Child Support Referrals and the Length of Time in Foster Care?

Question Response Categories and Responses

How well do you remember Not at all A little bit  Somewhat Extremely
the research shared by the well well well Very well well
Institute for Research on

16.99 45.89 27.19 9.69
Poverty or DCF about the % 8% A %
relationship between child
support referrals and the
amount of time children
spend in foster care?
(N=177)

Based on your previous Not at all A little bit  Somewhat Very Extremely
experience, how surprised surprised surprised surprised surprised surprised
were you by the research

30.49 30.99 27.49 7.09 4.09
findings? (N = 171) % 0.9% 7 0% 0%

To what extent did the research A very great

findings change your None A little Somewhat  Quite a bit deal
erspective? (N = 169
perspective? | ) 28.9% 23.6% 29.5% 17.7% 0%

Relationship Between Economic Resources and Child Maltreatment®

Question Response Categories and Responses

How much does a family’s A very great
income and other economic None A little Somewhat  Quite a bit deal
resources affect a child's risk

1.69 9.59 29.39 42.19 17.39
for maltreatment? (N = 995) % % % % %

How much does a family’s A very great
income and other economic None A little Somewhat  Quite a bit deal
resources affect a family’s

y 3.1% 8.7% 27.8% 44.8% 15.3%

involvement in the child
welfare system? (N = 994)

Source: Authors’ calculations.

aAll survey respondents were asked if they were aware of any research shared by the Institute for
Research on Poverty or DCF about the relationship between child support referrals and the amount of
time children spend in foster care. Survey respondents who selected “yes” (n = 177) were then asked
questions about the relationship between child support referrals and the length of time in foster care.
bAll respondents, regardless of if they were aware of the policy redesign or the research from IRP, were

asked these questions.

ministrative data and related qualitative re-
search to support the efforts of those establish-
ing as well as implementing the policy. An
important lesson to be drawn is that, although
the Wisconsin Data Core played a crucial role
in facilitating policy-relevant research, its cre-
ation was just a first step toward evidence-based

policymaking. Using the research to inform
policy and practice changes required an addi-
tional investment in understanding the policy
context—an effort that required a substantial
investment in qualitative research drawing on
field work. Efforts to assist with policy develop-
ment also involved assessing and taking into
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account the perspectives of local agency staff
who are most directly responsible for imple-
menting policy revisions. These types of invest-
ments may be essential to the success of initia-
tives designed to promote data-driven decision
making.
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