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ABSTRACT. The study reports on information from 67 court records in

one judicial district. These were cases in which child-support decisions

were requested for reasons other than divorce, and that often involved a

variety of complex family situations. The cases were described by combining

genograms with ecomaps and financial information, a method
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that visually portrays on one page the human, physical, social, and financial

resources for children. The patterns across cases underlined the importance

of having complete financial information in the court records

in order to make support decisions realize the values of accuracy and consistency

in decision procedures. [Article copies available for a fee from The
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INTRODUCTION

The diminishing numbers of families that meet the U.S. Census definition

of family (a legal and structural definition), and the increasing

number of adults who are cohabiting without legal marriage (a functional

definition of family) have led policymakers to question how legal

decisions concerning the support of children might adapt to the increasing

diversity of family living arrangements that children experience

(Madsen, 1983). Family courts are struggling to maintain uniformity in

case labeling and coordinated case management procedures, despite the

dramatic increase in the number of diverse family law cases (Babb,

2002), and the complexities of life situations of children who do not

have married parents (Townsend, 2003). The unique living arrangements

of children also affect the kinds of resources available for their

support (Cancian & Reed, 2000).

There has been a concerted effort throughout the United States to move

toward a family court system that has integrated jurisdiction to assist with

the legal problems that arise for the complex needs of diverse families

(Edwards, 1996; Folberg, 1999; Petre, 1999; Rice, 2001). Some of the

identified problems were that multiple cases were opened for one family,

in categories such as custody, child abuse, and child support. In other situations,

all the cases that applied to one child support obligor could not be

located, especially when they occurred in several counties or states.

These and other difficulties have not contributed to consistently informed

decisions concerning child support, because the information may be incomplete

or filed in other locations unknown to decision makers responsible

for the current case (O’Neil & Schneider, 1999).
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Those who have favored unified family courts have had the intentions

of improving case management, and also coordinated case management

procedures (Geraghty&Mlyniec, 2002). The supporters realized that to

“serve the needs of children and families, courts must be able to effectively

communicate information within the court, between courts, and

between the court and relevant law enforcement and social service

agencies” (O’Neil & Schneider, 1999, p. 184). Researchers have also

realized that it is important to develop a deeper understanding of unmarried

families to foster sound legal and social policies, based on the specific

legal and interpersonal issues they bring before a judge (Insabella,

Williams, & Pruett, 2003).

How can the information gathering and reporting phases of legal

decision making be modified and/or supplemented to provide easily accessible

and complete information using limited space? The purpose of

the current exploratory study is to develop visual methods for portraying

the resource complexities of structurally diverse families of children

for whom child support was requested. Children in support cases

were not classified in the traditionally defined categories of divorce or

paternity. The parents in these cases were usually not married, and

sometimes had complex relationship histories (Townsend, 2003). The

visual models reported in the current study appear to be supportive of

the vision for unified family court systems; particularly the values of

“comprehensive, protective, appropriate, and informed” (Futures Subcommittee,

Oregon’s Statewide Family Law Advisory Committee,

2002, p. 477).

The current method of combining family genograms with ecomaps

and financial information produced a one-page diagram that portrayed

the family-environment information, with the advantages of complexity,

clarity, and succinctness. The visual maps placed the best interests

of children as a priority focus by providing a broader view of family resources,

including human, physical, social, and financial resources. The

creation of these tools stimulates insight and awareness of family support

systems, while serving as a systematic method of compiling relevant

case information. These visual methods may be helpful to court

administrators in organizing the information prior to decisions, and to

busy judges who must have complete information prior to making effective

decisions in an efficient manner. Furthermore, the visual maps

could be used for custody evaluations and/or reports by court services

personnel. They would also be useful for mediators, evaluators, mental

health professionals, and family educators.
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Portraying Complex Family Structures

and Living Arrangements

Several alternative methods of portraying complex family relationships

in court settings have been conceptualized in published articles.

One judge mentioned the need to categorize families according to paternal

legal status (Townsend, 2003). Others have recognized the need for

a methodology for identifying the increasingly complex family unit

(Petre, 1999). Petre constructed a model of the non-traditional family

that was identified by following the matrilineal line. Using this diagram,

she concluded that the ability to visualize diversity in complex family

cases was helpful in making informed decisions.

Genograms provide a visual representation of how family members

are biologically, legally, and functionally related to one another across

several generations (McGoldrick, Gerson, & Shellenberger, 1999).

These maps look complicated at first glance, but are easily understood

when one is accustomed to the format. The advantages of genograms

are that they allow for a large amount of information to be visually portrayed,

and they can provide information on relationship patterns and

multiple perspectives of any one family. The information contained on

these maps has traditionally involved medical, behavioral, cultural,

and/or social aspects of the family system (Hodge & Williams, 2002).

Ecomaps use the basic genogram structure, and add to it the external

environmental dimensions that provide a human ecological theoretical

perspective. Essentially, ecomaps provide an overview of the family in

their current life space (Hartman, 1995). The main purposes of an

ecomap are to portray ecological systems with boundaries (families) as

interdependent with other systems (social institutions), and to label the

resource exchanges of the unit of observation and the relevant environments.

An ecomap can demonstrate the origins and types of resources

given and received by family members, while simultaneously identifying

the lacking resources to be sought and mobilized (Hartman, 1995).

Resources depicted on ecomaps have traditionally involved community

agencies and/or individuals who are external to the family and impact

the relationships within the family. The current study examines

these resources from the perspective of the impact they may have on the

financial situation of the child’s family. Children who live with nonmarried

parents tend to be more dependent on social resources external

to the family, such as public assistance (Brandon & Bumpass, 2001).

This factor would suggest that ecomaps exhibiting the added financial
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information would best portray the complexities of their family situations,

as well as the resources that are received and needed.

Visual models of family structures, such as family trees, genograms,

and ecomaps, have been widely used by family therapists to assist in

clinical interventions (Kuehl, 1995; Lewis, 1989), and to systematically

visualize an overview of family relationship patterns (Hodge, 2000).

The medical profession has found them to be useful for revealing patterns

of illness across generations and developing appropriate treatment

plans (McGoldrick et al., 1999; Rogers, Durkin, & Kelly, 1985). Social

workers have used genograms for identifying placement situations and

adoption planning (McMillen & Groze, 1994), and child welfare workers

have visually organized information to determine the client-perceived

social support available and/or needed for families (Altshuler,

1999). Researchers have continually encouraged the use of the genogram

as an adaptable tool because of its flexibility in design and implementation

(McGoldrick et al., 1985; Milewski-Hertlein, 2001).

Research Questions

The current descriptive, exploratory study was initiated because of

the need for answers to several questions. What are the legal relationships

of the parents and children in support cases? What types of family

structures and living arrangements are represented for children? What

are the potential sources of human, physical, and social resources for

children in these legal support actions? How can these complex relationships

and sources of human, physical, social, and financial support

be portrayed with both clarity and complexity? It was expected that the

answers to these questions might have implications for the practice of

sharing information within and, across jurisdictions and, social agencies,

and later have positive effects for children of the legal actions.

METHOD

The data for this study are from 1999 Minnesota District Court Records

from Hennepin County, in the Fourth Judicial District of the State.

The sample included 67 support cases in which child support was requested

for one or more minor children. The study produced several

kinds of information: (1) a typology of the families based on the father’s

legal relationship that includes contextual and financial information for
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each case, (2) a genogram for each case that portrays family structure

and living arrangements, (3) with an ecomap for each genogram that

represents resource transfers with other social units, and (4) the added

financial information that led to the creation of a family support ecomap

(Rickert, 2004).

Research Design

The sample for the current research resulted from a larger statewide

study funded by a grant from the McKnight Foundation to the Minnesota

Department of Human Services, Child Support Enforcement Division.

The study investigated adherence to the Minnesota Child Support

Guidelines of court orders for child support for 1999 cases involving

minor children that were initiated due to divorce, paternity, or support.

There were 15,494 dissolutions finalized in 1999 in all ten judicial districts,

of which 9,388 included minor children, and 1,708 were included

in the statewide study (Daniels, Rettig, & delMas, in press; Rettig &

Kriener-Althen, 2003).

The research team intended to include paternity and support cases in

the study in order to make certain that the sample was more representative

of child support orders throughout the state for the target year.

However, several challenges were encountered in the research process,

including defining the population, finding an accurate list of cases so

that random sampling procedures could be comparable to the divorce

sampling procedures, requiring names so that an obligor did not appear

more than once in the sample, and using the existing data collection

forms that were inadequate for collecting information from the individually

unique types of cases, and the complex family situations. These

and other difficulties slowed the data collection processes so that only

the pilot study information was available when the funding for the project

ended. Nevertheless, we believe that the results and the limitations

of this study could be helpful to others.

Sampling Procedures

A list of support cases that were filed during 1999 was obtained from

Hennepin County Court Administration that may or may not have had

child support orders in the same year. Hennepin County is the most

densely populated county in the state, and it is located in a metropolitan

area of over one million people (U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000). The
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court records indicated that during 1999, in Hennepin County, there

were 1,364 support cases, 1,600 paternity cases, and 349 miscellaneous

cases. The sampling procedures revealed that 115 of the 1,364 support

cases had court docket numbers that were not available. The remaining

1,249 cases were reduced further in number when the child support

order was not in the same year.

The inclusion criteria for the study required support cases that were

finalized between January 1, 1999 and December 31, 1999, in which

there was at least one minor child who was eligible for child support.

Seventy-three cases were actually examined for inclusion in the study,

and six of these cases (8% of 73) were disqualified because the case was

checked out by another party, the child was determined not to be of one

of the ‘parents’ of the case, the case was dismissed and no child support

was ordered, or the court docket number was not valid due to typographical

errors.

Data Collection Procedures

The data collection forms were developed by a team of researchers

based on past experiences with court records, and an inspection of a random

selection of support cases in seven judicial districts of the state.

The forms were revised several times prior to data collection in Hennepin

County. Relevant variables that were available from and specific to

the support cases included: the living arrangements of the family members,

net incomes of the parents and/or caregivers, number of minor

children subject to the case, number of minor children not subject to the

case, public assistance paid and owed, legal relationship of father, and

the court-ordered child support amount.

Trained research assistants examined cases at the court records locations.

The information was recorded on standardized forms and included

all the legal documents in the court record that were not sealed.

All cases were assigned project numbers in order to guarantee anonymity

for all parties, and all research project personnel had signed nondisclosure

statements. A second data collector and the data collection

supervisor completed an inter-rater reliability check on every tenth case

during data collection activities. Data collection supervisors recorded

questions about inconsistencies and unresolved questions, and these

were discussed on a weekly basis. Resolutions of the issues were then

recorded in the procedures manual for future reference.
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Data Analysis Procedures

The data analysis procedures included developing a typology of

cases, and then creating family genograms with ecomaps, and adding financial

information.

Typology of cases by legal status of parents and children. The first

research question asked: What are the legal relationships of the parents

and children in support cases? The answer to this question was found by

creating a typology with two sections: parents of cases that were previously,

or are currently married, and parents of cases that were never married

to each other. The once -married parents included parents who were

divorced (n = 5 cases), and parents who were separated (n = 10). Parents

who were never married included those in which the father of the case

was adjudicated for paternity in a prior hearing (n = 10), or who had previously

signed a Recognition of Parentage (ROP) (n = 27). In addition,

there were fathers who were adjudicated and also signed a Recognition

of Parentage (ROP) (n = 2), and situations where no legal information

about the father was available (n = 13 cases). The construction of this

typology then led to questions about the interaction between contextual

and financial information surrounding each case.

Tables were created for contextual information in each case that included:

the research study number, the number of children in the support

action, person(s) who initiated the support case, the presence of

attorneys, the residence for the child of the legal action, marriage and

separation dates (for cases with married and separated parents), amount

of time from birth to ROP signing or adjudication (for cases with fathers

who signed ROP, or were adjudicated), other children not directly related

to the case, questions resulting from missing information in the

case, and other miscellaneous relevant contextual information.

Additional tables were also created for financial information that

included: the research study number, the number of children in the support

action (COAs), father’s occupation and monthly net income, mother’s

occupation, and monthly net income. The table included receipt

of public assistance, basic child support amount (CS), child care support

(CC), medical support (MS), back support (BS), support received or

paid to children not directly involved with the case, questions resulting

from missing information of the case, and other relevant financial

information.

Family genograms. The primary purpose of this study was to explore

visual methods for portraying the resource complexities of diverse families

of children for whom child support was requested. Developing a
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family genogram was the first step for working toward this goal. Overall,

the genograms documented the complicated family relationships

and living arrangements of children in support cases. Standard genogram

symbols were used to depict the individuals of the family system,

however, the symbols were sometimes created to picture the diverse

family situations included in support cases. The computer package Smart

Draw Professional 6 was used to construct the genograms and ecomaps

because of its flexibility. This program was chosen after attempting to

use some of the traditionally used genogram and ecomap computer programs

that limited the users ability to depict diversities within and outside

the family boundaries (Ebell & Heaton, 1988).

The following steps were used in creating the genograms: (1) the research

number was noted at the top of the genogram, (2) the parents of

the legal action were placed at the map center, (3) the legal relationship

of the parents (divorced, separated, adjudicated, ROP) was indicated,

using different adjoining lines between the parents, (4) the child(ren) of

the court action were added, and the abbreviation COA was placed inside

the circle or square, (5) other parties (grandparents, other children,

extended family members) were added, and (6) household living arrangements

were recorded, using a bold, dashed line.

Family ecomaps. The creation of the family genograms led to questions

regarding the relevance of public assistance to the child support

order, and money amounts that were received and owed to others outside

the family system. These concerns led to the construction of ecomaps

that complemented the genograms by portraying resource

transfers to and from individuals and social institutions in the external

environment. The ecomaps were created to display the social/community

resources available to the family at the time of the support order.

They also highlighted the human resources external to the immediate

family, such as grandparents if they were mentioned in the court file.

Several steps were required in creating the ecomaps. First, a large circle

was placed around the genogram of the family of the court action

that included the children and adults. Second, shaded circles were

drawn to represent systems and resources external to the family. Third,

family members within the large circle were connected to resources external

to their family by arrows to and from individuals.

Creation of family support ecomaps. The economic picture of the

child’s families was incomplete without labeling the within-family

financial resources for the child’s support. The addition of this information

resulted in the creation of, what we labeled, family support ecomaps.

These were genograms with added ecomaps, and financial infor-
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mation that provided a comprehensive view of human, physical, social,

and financial resources for the child of the court action (COA). The

added information included monthly net incomes recorded inside the

symbol for each parent, the income transfer amounts among family

members, as well as debts owed to family members and social institutions.

Child support orders showed the transfer of resources from one

parent to another. The family support ecomaps also revealed financial

information that was missing in the court records.

RESULTS

The results describe the contextual and financial information for selected

cases, demonstrated by the genograms with ecomaps and additional

financial information that can be shown on one page.

Genograms of Family Structures and Living

Arrangements of Children

The first research question addressed the typology of cases included

within the support category. The second research question asked: What

types of family structures and living arrangements for children are represented

in support cases? The answer to this question involved identifying

human resources (parents, grandparents) and physical resources.

(households) for children, and required the use of genograms. Case

4071 provides an introduction to the genogram symbols (Figure 1). The

circle in bold represents the individuals directly involved in the case.

The father signed the ROP, indicated by the double lines joining the parents.

The ROP was signed six days after the birth of the female (circle)

child of this action (COA). The child lived with her mother, as represented

by dotted lines representing the household. Traditionally, most

applications of genograms without ecomaps have not included financial

information.

Family Ecomaps by Adding the Social Resources for Children

The third research question asked: What are the potential sources,

and amount of human, physical, and social resources for children in

these legal support actions? The answers to the question involved
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finding the added information of the social resources for the children.

These facts, in each case, were scattered throughout the legal documents,

and some of them were uncovered only with substantial time

and effort. Case 4069 (Figure 2) illustrates how the details of the case

may be buried in the paper work. It was not clear, in the legal documents,

how many people lived in the mother’s household, their financial

and physical contributions to the household, or their financial

demands. After much effort, we discovered that there were three additional

adults and three additional children who were indirectly involved

in the case.

The dotted lines enclose the child’s (COA) household. The other

people in the household are represented by parallelograms because

there is no information about their ages, genders, or relationship to the

mother or the child. Are these adults making economic contributions

to the household by paying rent or providing childcare, or are they

placing financial demands on the mother? The ecomap calls attention

to unanswered questions, and also makes it possible to indicate the

fact that the mother is eligible for medical assistance, a social resource

contribution to the household from the community environment of the

family.
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FIGURE 1. Case 4071

Family Support Ecomaps Including Human,

Physical, Social and Financial Resources

The fourth research question asked: How can the complex relationships

and sources of human, physical, social and financial support be

portrayed with both clarity and complexity? Case 4044 (Figure 3) shows

the advantage of creating family-support ecomaps because the variety

of external financial resources for the family are visible in a way that is

clearly presented and easily understood.

Father signed an ROP at birth that is represented by the double lines

between the parents of the female child (circle) of this court action

(COA). Father lives with his parents, and has a monthly net income of

$924. Mother’s monthly net income is $914. Father is paying to mother

$213 as monthly child support (CS), and $37 monthly to public assistance

for the back support debt of $7,783, that will take many years for
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FIGURE 2. Case 4069

him to pay back. Mother lives with the child and another child that is

hers. Mother is receiving child-care subsidy of $416 monthly, and is eligible

for medical assistance, and food stamps for an unknown money

value.

Mother’s $914 monthly net income is an annual net income of

$10,978, and that was below poverty level (79% of $13,880) in 1999

(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, 1999). The childsupport

obligation of $213 monthly is 23% of the obligor’s $924 income

and consistent with the state child support guidelines. The ratios

in the above sentences are not on the family support ecomap, but could

be added, along with the age of the child of this court action.

Living arrangement complexities and father without legal status.

Case 4050 (Figure 4) portrays the child of the court action (COA) as

having the potential of three family households. It also demonstrates
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FIGURE 3. Case 4044

three child support orders, and minimal information about parental and

caregiver incomes. The curved line between the parents indicates no

legal establishment of the father by adjudication or an ROP. The male

child lives with his father’s stepmother, but she receives no child support.

His mother lives with her parents, and his father lives with hiswife,

and he has two additional children he supports financially, but who do not

live in his household. One of these children with the unknown residence

is the brother of the child of this court action who receives $257

monthly child support. The other female child receives $155 as monthly

child support, but for the child of the court action (COA) the basic child

support, medical support, and child-care support were reserved because

the mother was “in treatment.” The income amounts for the mother or

the father’s stepmother were not reported. Mother does receive public
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FIGURE 4. Case 4050
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assistance Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP) and medical

assistance, as well as back support of $25 monthly from the father. The

family support ecomap suggests that there is insufficient factual information

to determine whether the child of this court action has adequate

or appropriate financial support.

Invisible children requiring support. Case 4001 (Figure 5) is important

because there are ultimately 11 children involved in the case, but

only one of them is the child of this court action. There was no documentation

as to the current status of the other children, and whether they

were financially supported. These complex family structures may mean

that some children are unintentionally ignored or even financially harmed

by the court decisions. Father signed ROP at birth for this male

child. Mother has one additional male child, but the age, parentage, and

support sources are unknown. Father has nine other children, seven of

them live in his household, but their ages and genders are unknown. Father

has a net monthly income of $2,398, and he was ordered to pay

$600 monthly to the mother whose net monthly income is $721. Childcare

support (CC) was reserved and back child support (BS) was

waived. Mother receives medical assistance and $537 monthly from the

FIGURE 5. Case 4001

Minnesota Family Investment Program (MFIP). She has received $10,

488 from MFIP since 1997.

Diversity in kinship care within and across families. Case 4000 (Figure

6) demonstrates kinship care, as one sibling caring for another;

makes visible the children not directly involved in the case, but who still

need to be financially supported, and shows how diversity among families

can be demonstrated by presenting visual information. The legal

status of the parents in case 4000 is divorced, as indicated by the solid

line that joins them, and that contains two back slashes. The child of this

court action (COA) is a male (square) who lives with his relative caretaker,

an unemployed older brother who is a graduate student. The dotted

lines represent the household living arrangement of the child. The

child’s mother is deceased and is positioned on the diagram outside the

household living structures. The records do not indicate why the older

brother has custody, but he did initiate the case. Father lives with his

current, unemployed wife and their two children. The court record does

not report the ages, genders, or parentage of these children (parallelograms)

who are not directly involved in the case.
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FIGURE 6. Case 4000

The father’s net monthly income is $794, and he is to pay $100

monthly child support to his caretaker son. This amount is a deviation

downward from the state child support guidelines due to the father’s

“undue hardship” that is not further defined. Father has continued to

receive public assistance (bold outlined arrow) and medical assistance

since 1998 (white arrow for potential resource transfer), and is not required

to pay any of it back. The relative caretaker has received $5,025

from MFIP in the past and is currently receiving $325 monthly from a

Relative Caretaker Grant. He potentially could receive medical assistance.

The court records often said “public assistance,” but the types or

amounts were seldom named precisely.

SUMMARY AND DISCUSSION

The purpose of this exploratory study was to develop visual methods

for portraying the resource complexities of structurally diverse families

for whom child support was requested. This purpose was realized by the

analysis method of combining genograms with added ecomaps and financial

information which is also a unique research contribution of this

study. Leading experts on genograms have emphasized that using family

maps for research will be important in the future (McGoldrick et al.,

1999), but prior studies with family maps have typically used only

genograms (Altshuler, 1999; Kuehl, 1995; Lewis, 1989). The current

study added to the literature by making visible the ecological perspective

of the interdependence of families and environments, specifying

the financial information, and demonstrating the importance of visualizing

the holistic view of human, physical, social, and financial resources

for the support of children.

There were several challenges in studying family support cases that

led to the creation of family support ecomaps. The facts of the case were

scattered throughout the legal documents, and some of them were uncovered

with substantial time and effort, which would be difficult for

busy judges to accomplish. Scattered information seemed to hide facts

that were missing, inaccurate, or incomplete, yet could have been obtained

in advance of hearings and decisions. It was difficult to understand

diverse and complex family systems without a visual model, and

we needed a family focus to portray the child’s significant adults and

potential human resources. Lack of information in the court records

about human, physical, social, and financial resources may have led us

Diana Rickert and Kathryn D. Rettig 101

to misrepresent the financial positions of children in the cases reported

in this study. We wondered, but could not determine, whether the missing

financial information led to court decisions with unintended or

harmful consequences for children.

Limitations of the Study

Court records data are especially problematic for researchers because

financial information is often inconsistently reported or incomplete.

The inconsistent reporting especially threatens the validity and reliability

of many studies that use court records data. In addition, it seemed

that many of the facts needed to make sound decisions about financial

support were not included in the case records. These conclusions may

be in error because the current study was a small sample that was drawn

from only one judicial district in one state that has 10 judicial districts.

However, it was a jurisdiction that was densely populated, and one that

could provide a list of support cases for random sampling procedures.

The analysis method of using genograms with ecomaps and financial

information could potentially work well in any jurisdiction.

Implications for Research

The family support maps also raised research questions. It seemed

that the amount of time between the establishment of paternity and the

child support order was much longer for girls compared with boys. Is

there a gender bias or are our impressions in error due to the small sample?

Do the child support orders for support cases show the same adherence

to the Minnesota Child Support Guidelines as the dissolution with

children cases? A statewide sample is needed to answer these and

additional questions.

Family support ecomaps have the potential to be altered and used to

serve different research purposes for understanding how families experience

the family court system. These maps may be useful to researchers

interested in understanding how nonfinancial factors impact court decisions.

They have the potential to provide insight into research questions

about how family members who are external to the immediate family

structure impact family court decisions. In addition, they may be used to

diagrammatize the legal “channels” families tend to go through as they

interact with different areas of the legal system.
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Implications for Legal and Family Education

The increasing diversity in family structures raises many challenging

issues for legal and family life education. The maps demonstrate the

kinds of diversities in family lifestyles for children, and they can easily

be incorporated into educational sessions using overhead projectors and

power point presentations. Using ecomaps in educational settings provides

the potential for dramatically portraying the challenges parents

face when managing family resources, and also the complexities that

parents struggle with in trying to financially support their children. The

maps appeal especially to individuals who learn best from visual information.

Students can first practice drawing their own family support

ecomap before trying to master the computer program. This class participation

assignment has the potential to raise many interesting questions

about family resource management.

It is important for legal education sessions to continue to emphasize

the importance of having legal documents with accurate and complete

information, particularly the financial information when the legal action

is about financial support. Decisions that are made under these conditions

will better serve the financial needs of children, and lead to more

effective decision-making processes.

Implications for Family Courts

The maps can be helpful in court settings by assisting in collecting

and presenting information in a uniform manner across all cases. This

uniformity would allow court services workers to identify temporary

and permanent resource supports for families, and assist referees and

judges in making informed decisions and gaining new insights into the

resource support systems that families have and need. The maps would

call attention to obligors who had multiple child support orders, and

provide a more holistic view of the financial resource potentials for the

child of the action. It seemed almost impossible during the research process

to keep all of the families’ external and internal resource supports

straight without the assistance of maps as a visual aid.

The Smart Draw Professional 6 software, which was a flexible program

that allowed for portraying diverse family systems, was not difficult

to learn for an individual who has mastered other drawing software

programs. It would be desirable to have one or two of these experienced

employees who would collect the information and create the maps dur-
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ing the intake processes of the case, and gradually train other employees

for using the software.

The processes of developing the maps raised additional questions

that could not be answered. Family situations often involved some children

that belonged to both parties and some children that did not. Many

times it was unclear whether support was designated for all or some of

the children. It was not easy to determine why a majority of the payments

owed to public assistance and child support were waived. We

wondered also if the visual portrayal of internal and external resources

for families would contribute to increased communications among the

courts and social agencies involved in family cases.

The primary value of creating family support ecomaps is the ability to

present a large amount of information in a visually organized manner.

The visual maps present comprehensive social and financial information

with clarity and succinctness. The map could make visible the missing information

early in the legal procedures so that it could be obtained before

the hearings take place or the orders are finalized. Diversity within and

across family systems could be revealed. The complexities of family systems,

in which children are embedded, can be visually portrayed, as well

as the variety of resources the social and family systems can or cannot

provide. The visual portrayal of the family’s internal and external resource

supports, including human, physical, social, and financial resources,

could make decisions for the case more efficient and effective. The

patterns found across all cases underlined the importance of having complete

financial information in the court records in order to make support

decisions realizing the values of accuracy and consistency in decision

procedures.
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