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INTRODUCTION

Navigating child support matters can be one of the most challenging aspects of divorce or separation. In Massachusetts, the process is guided by a
standardized set of rules known as the Massachusetts Child Support Guidelines. To ensure consistency and fairness across all cases, the court relies
on  a  specific  document:  the  Massachusetts  Child  Support  Guidelines  Worksheet.  This  worksheet  is  not  just  a  bureaucratic  form—it  is  the
backbone of how child support obligations are calculated, reviewed, and modified. Whether you are a parent filing for support for the first time, or you
are responding to a modification request,  understanding this worksheet is  critical.  In this  article,  we will  break down everything you need to know
about the Massachusetts Child Support Guidelines Worksheet, including its purpose, key components, step-by-step instructions, and common pitfalls
to avoid. By the end, you will have a clear, actionable understanding of how child support amounts are determined and how the worksheet protects
the best interests of your children.

UNDERSTANDING THE MASSACHUSETTS CHILD SUPPORT GUIDELINES

The Massachusetts Child Support Guidelines are established by the Massachusetts Chief Justice of the Trial Court and are updated periodically to
reflect current economic conditions. Their primary purpose is to ensure that children receive the financial  support they would have if  their parents
lived together. The guidelines apply to all child support orders, whether in divorce, paternity, modification, or Department of Revenue (DOR) cases.
The guidelines take into account several factors:

Gross Income of both parents – This includes wages, salaries, bonuses, self-employment income, dividends, rental income, and more.
Parenting Time – The number of overnights each parent spends with the child heavily influences the support calculation.
Additional Child-Related Expenses – Such as health insurance premiums, uninsured medical/dental costs, and work-related childcare.
Number of Children – The guidelines provide specific percentages based on the number of children.
Deviation Factors – The court may deviate from the guidelines in certain circumstances (e.g., extraordinary medical needs, high income,
shared custody split).

The Massachusetts Child Support Guidelines Worksheet is the official means of applying these factors in a uniform manner. The worksheet is
usually included as part of the Probate and Family Court forms (specifically the Child Support Guidelines Worksheet, form CJ-D 301). Both parents—or
their attorneys—are expected to complete the worksheet honestly and present it as evidence of their proposed support amount.

THE ROLE OF THE CHILD SUPPORT GUIDELINES WORKSHEET

The Massachusetts Child Support Guidelines Worksheet serves multiple essential functions. First, it provides a transparent, mathematical framework
for calculating the presumptive child support amount. This presumptive amount is what the court will generally order unless a parent proves that a
deviation is warranted. Second, the worksheet forces both parties to disclose their full financial picture, including all sources of income, deductions,
and child-related expenses. This promotes honesty and reduces the likelihood of hidden assets. Third, the worksheet is used not only for initial orders
but also for periodic modifications. If a parent experiences a significant change in income or parenting time, the worksheet is re-run to determine a
new support amount. Finally, the worksheet is crucial for settlement negotiations. When both parents know exactly how the numbers add up, they are
often more willing to reach an agreement without going to trial.

KEY COMPONENTS OF THE MASSACHUSETTS CHILD SUPPORT GUIDELINES WORKSHEET

To fill out the worksheet correctly, you must understand its three main sections: income determination, parenting time, and additional expenses. Let
us explore each in detail.

Gross Income and Adjusted Income
The first  step  is  to  calculate  each  parent’s  gross  income as  defined by  the  guidelines.  Gross  income includes  all  earnings  from employment,  self-
employment, investments, retirement accounts, Social Security benefits, and any other recurring payments. Certain deductions are then applied to
arrive at each parent’s adjusted gross income. Common deductions include:

Child support payments already ordered for children from another relationship
Allowable self-employment and business expenses
Mandatory retirement contributions
Medical and dental insurance premiums (if paid for the child or family)

Important: In Massachusetts, spousal support (alimony) payments are not deducted from the payor’s income nor added to the recipient’s income in
the standard worksheet. However, if there is existing alimony, it may be factored into the “deviation” section.

Parenting Time and Child Support Obligation
Parenting time is measured by the number of overnights per year each parent has with the child. The guidelines differentiate between sole physical
custody (one parent has the majority of overnights) and shared physical custody (a roughly 50/50 split). The worksheet uses a “cross-credit”
method: each parent’s share of the total child support obligation is calculated proportionally to their income, and then a credit is applied for the
parenting time each parent provides. The more overnight time a parent has, the lower their net support obligation. The official worksheet (and the
online MA child support calculator) automatically applies these formulas. For example, if the obligor parent has the child 30% of overnights, their
support obligation may be reduced compared to a 0% parenting time scenario. Extreme parenting time splits (e.g., 50/50) often result in a “shared
custody” calculation that may lead to a lower or even zero net payment if incomes are similar.

Additional Expenses
The worksheet also accounts for three categories of additional expenses: health insurance premiums for the child, uninsured medical/dental/vision
expenses, and work-related childcare costs. These expenses are typically split between parents in proportion to their adjusted incomes. For instance,
if parent A earns 60% of the combined income, they pay 60% of these expenses. The worksheet includes a separate line for these costs, which are
then added to the basic support calculation.

Health Insurance – If one parent pays for the child’s health insurance, the premium cost is entered. The court strongly encourages covering1.
the child under a family plan.
Uninsured Medical/Dental Expenses – The first $250 per child per year is typically paid by the parent who incurs the expense; amounts2.
above $250 are split proportionally.
Childcare – Work-related childcare is included. If a parent does not work due to disability or other reasons, childcare may not be applicable.3.

STEP-BY-STEP GUIDE TO FILLING OUT THE WORKSHEET

While it is always advisable to consult an attorney or use the Massachusetts Child Support Guidelines Worksheet with the online calculator (available
on the Massachusetts Court System website), understanding the manual process is helpful. Below is a simplified step-by-step guide:

Gather Financial Documents: Collect pay stubs, tax returns, W-2s, 1099s, child care receipts, health insurance premium statements, and any1.
court orders from previous support cases.
Enter Gross Income: Fill in each parent’s gross weekly income. (The worksheet uses weekly figures; you may need to convert monthly or2.
yearly amounts.)
Apply Deductions: Subtract allowable deductions (child support from prior order, mandatory retirement, etc.) to get each parent’s adjusted3.
gross income.
Calculate Combined Income and Each Parent’s Share: Add both adjusted incomes. Divide each parent’s income by the total to get their4.
percentage share.
Determine Basic Child Support Amount: Using the guideline schedule (or the formula embedded in the worksheet), find the basic weekly5.
support amount based on the combined income and number of children. Multiply by each parent’s share to get their “basic obligation.”
Apply Parenting Time Credit: If the parent with less overnights (the “obligor”) has more than 0 overnights, a credit is applied. The formula in6.
the worksheet adjusts the basic obligation. For shared custody situations, the worksheet calculates support from both parents and the net
difference.
Add Medical and Childcare Expenses: Enter the weekly cost of health insurance (for the child), forecast uninsured medical expenses (if7.
known), and childcare costs. Multiply each by each parent’s percentage share.
Total Presumptive Support: Add the adjusted basic obligation from step 6 to the allocated expenses from step 7. This is the presumptive8.
weekly child support amount.

After calculating, the parent with higher income or the non-custodial parent (depending on the case) typically pays this amount to the other parent.
The worksheet must be signed under the pains and penalties of perjury.

COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID

Filling out the Massachusetts Child Support Guidelines Worksheet can be confusing. Here are frequent errors that may lead to incorrect support
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amounts or even court penalties:

Miscalculating Income – Forgetting to include bonuses, commissions, or self-employment cash flow. The court imputes income if a parent
voluntarily remains unemployed or underemployed.
Incorrect Parenting Time – Using an inaccurate overnight count. Only overnights count; day visits do not. The worksheet uses a specific
“overnight percentage” formula.
Double-Counting Expenses – For example, including health insurance in the basic child support amount AND in the additional expenses
section. The worksheet clearly separates these.
Ignoring Tax Implications – Child support is not taxable to the recipient nor deductible for the payor. But the worksheet does not factor in tax
credits (e.g., child tax credit). However, some parents try to negotiate a deviation reflecting tax benefits.
Failure to Update – Even if you filed the worksheet once, you must update it when there is a change in income, parenting time, or expenses.
The court may require a new worksheet in modification proceedings.
Relying Solely on Online Calculators without Verification – While the official calculator is useful, the printable worksheet form must be
filed. Many online calculators omit certain deductions or parenting time nuances.

MODIFICATIONS AND DEVIATIONS

Life changes, and child support orders can change too. If either parent experiences a “substantial and continuing change in circumstances,” they can

file a modification request. The Massachusetts Child Support Guidelines Worksheet is re-run using the new numbers to update the support amount.
Substantial changes include job loss, promotion, birth of additional children, change in custody, or a child becoming disabled.
Additionally, there are circumstances where the court may deviate from the presumptive amount calculated by the worksheet. These must be
explicitly stated in the order. Common deviation factors include:

High Income – For combined incomes above the guidelines’ cap (currently $400,000 per year), the court may adjust support downward or
upward.
Extraordinary Medical Needs – If a child has ongoing medical costs not covered by insurance.
Shared Physical Custody – When parents have roughly equal parenting time, the court may apply a different formula.
Other Children – Support for children from other relationships can be considered.
Special Educational Expenses – Private school tuition or tutoring may be factored in.

Any deviation from the guidelines must be justified in writing. The worksheet itself has a section for “Additional Terms and Conditions” where parents
or the court can note agreements for deviations.

CONCLUSION

The Massachusetts Child Support Guidelines Worksheet is an indispensable tool for ensuring that child support orders are fair, consistent, and
based on the financial realities of both parents and the best interests of the children. Whether you are


