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Child Support Guidelines
ISSUE
This Issue Review discusses child support guidelines in Iowa.
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BACKGROUND
The federal Family Support Act of 1988 (Public Law No. 100-485) and Code of Iowa, Section
598.21(4) prescribe uniform child support guidelines. The purpose of the guidelines is to
provide for the best interests of the child (or children) by recognizing that it is the duty of both
parents to provide adequate support in proportion to their respective incomes. In ordering
child support, the Court is required to determine the amount of support specified by the
guidelines. However, this amount may be adjusted upward or downward, depending on the
circumstances. Child support guidelines can be found on the Iowa Supreme Court website at
http://www.judicial.state.ia.us/families/childsupg.asp. According to the federal law, each state
must maintain uniform child support guidelines and criteria and review the guidelines and
criteria once every four years.
CURRENT SITUATION
The Iowa Supreme Court developed Iowa’s child support schedule in 1990 based on child
support guidelines established in 1988. The guidelines were extended in 1995 with the help
of Policy Studies, Inc. The guidelines are reviewed every four years.
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In 1995, the Iowa Child Support Advisory Committee recommended and the Iowa Supreme Court
adopted the concept of a qualified additional dependent deduction (QADD). By doing so, the Court
recognized the concept of multiple families without abandoning the “first mortgage” principle for
child support. First mortgage means that when a divorce occurs, child support is calculated on the
income of the mother and father and does not include any other children that either parent may be
paying child support for.
In July 1999, Policy Studies, Inc. from Denver, CO, conducted a Child Support Guideline Review.
The findings stated that Iowa was one of thirty-three states using the Income Shares model for child
support guidelines. According to the Income Shares model, a child should receive the same
proportion of parental income that the child would have received if the parents lived together.
The Report rated Iowa’s Child Support Schedule as being adequate. Iowa was midrange compared
to bordering states. The state-by-state analysis disclosed that Iowa was one of four states that did
not address extraordinary medical expenses such as asthma and eye care treatments. Forty-nine
states, including Iowa, address health insurance premiums in child support calculations. Twentyfour states, including Iowa, allow for judicial discretion regarding the assignment of physical
custody. This allows for deviation from what the child support guidelines would otherwise produce.
Some of these States specify a formula for the assignment of child support custody; however Iowa
does not.
The Iowa Supreme Court conducted the last review of the Child Support Guidelines on May 9,
2000. A copy of this review can be obtained from the Legislative Fiscal Bureau. Some of the
changes noted in the review include:
•

The chart percentages changed the support due for parents in the lowest income brackets.

•

There was an increase in the Qualified Additional Dependent Deduction (QADD) by 50%.

•

Expanded the availability of the health insurance premium deduction.

•

Adopted a very broad definition of “medical expenses” and specified each parent’s
responsibility for a child’s medical expenses not covered by insurance.

•

Added a new “extraordinary visitation” credit. This lowers support due if the visitation order
specifies 128 or more days of court-ordered visitations a year. Depending on the number
of days, the credit could be 25%, 30%, or 35%.

ALTERNATIVES
PILOT PROJECT

Chapter 1092, 2000 Iowa Acts, authorized a pilot project in the 7th Judicial District (Jackson, Clinton,
Cedar, Scott, and Muscatine Counties) to provide concurrent jurisdiction between the juvenile and
district courts in the case of modifying custody when there was a prior order. The Plan states that
the juvenile court judge would make the custody determination in a dispositional or permanency
order and set a hearing in 30 days for the purpose of establishing the child support obligation. A file
stamped copy of the support order would then be presented to the district court judge for approval
without hearing. Once approved, a copy of both orders would be filed in district court and enforced
the same way as any other modification order. The project started September 1, 2000. The
purpose of this project was to avoid duplication of litigation in child custody issues and to allow the
parents to have legal representation at both steps of the process.
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EDUCATION REQUIREMENT

In 1997, the General Assembly enacted Section 598.21(5a), Code of Iowa, stating that the Court
may order a postsecondary education subsidy if good cause is shown. Good cause is based on the
age of the child, the ability of the child, the child’s financial resources, whether the child is selfsustaining, and the financial conditions of each parent. A child’s expected contribution is deducted
from the cost of postsecondary education. The Court then apportions responsibility for the
remaining cost of postsecondary education to each parent. The amount paid by each parent
cannot exceed one-third of the total cost of postsecondary education. The child is required to
forward grades to the parents within ten days of completing a session. Postsecondary education
subsidies awarded by the Court can be terminated upon completion of the first calendar year of
instruction if the child fails to maintain a median range grade point average.
BUDGET IMPACT
In order to meet federal regulations, Iowa must have a federally approved State plan, and use a
single set of child support guidelines established by the federal government to determine child
support payment levels. If Iowa did not meet the federal requirements, the State would not receive
federal child support funding which includes incentive payments. Additional federal requirements
include that the guidelines at a minimum:
•

Must be based on the non-custodial parent’s income.

•

Must be based on specific numeric criteria.

•

Provide for children’s health care needs.

•

Be specific and numeric and result in a computation of the support.

•

Must be reviewed every four years, and the review must consider data on the cost of raising
a child and deviations from the guidelines to ensure deviations are limited.

The federal government pays performance-based incentives to federally approved State child
support programs. A table showing the amount of money that each state has received as incentive
payments for the collection of child support through 1998 can be found online at
http://www.acf.dhhs.gov/programs/cse/rpt/annrpt23/tables/TABLE13.htm. (Attachment A) In
recent years, Congress has changed the formula and capped the amount of performance incentives
the federal government will give states. Iowa received $6,357,855 in performance incentives for
federal fiscal year 1999. The Department of Human Services uses the money for child support
recovery work.
STAFF CONTACT: Jennifer Dean (Ext. 17846) Sam Leto (Ext. 16764)
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