
Enhancing Child Support Services 
Through Procedural Justice 



• Discover how the principles of procedural justice – fairness, voice, 
transparency, and impartiality – can revolutionize your daily work in child 
support. 
• This interactive session will move beyond legal definitions to explore 

practical applications in customer service and policy development.
• Gain valuable insights from the Minnesota Self-Help Center and learn 

concrete strategies for improving customer engagement and navigating 
challenging interactions. 
• You will also learn how procedural justice applies in policy development, 

using examples from a driver’s license suspension workgroup. Minnesota 
will also share how these principles are embedded in delivering child 
support services safely, using examples from Minnesota’s SAVES grant.
• Join us to learn how you can apply these strategies to improve customer 

satisfaction and build trust in child support services.



Speakers:
Melissa Froehle, Minnesota Department of Children Youth and Families, Child 
Support Division, Deputy Director
melissa.froehle@state

Morgan Spah, Minnesota Judicial Branch, Supervising Attorney, Self-
Represented Litigant Program
morgan.spah@courts.state.mn.us

Moderator:
Petrina Travers, Ramsey County Attorney’s Office, Child Support Services, 
Assistant Division Director
petrina.travers@co.ramsey.mn.us
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What is Procedural Justice? 

Government has a fundamental 
responsibility to provide due 
process and procedural fairness to 
litigants, particularly, 
unrepresented litigants.

- Vicki Turetsky 



What is Procedural Justice

• Sometimes call procedural fairness.
• The idea that people’s perception 

of fairness is an outcome of their 
experience in the process, and not 
just the end result.
• Research has been done in the 

areas of policing, courts, prisons, 
educational settings, child support, 
and supervisor-employee relations 
within organizations. 



Benefits of Procedural Justice

Builds trust in the justice and confidence in the system.

Increases legitimacy of public servants and agencies.

Studies show that people are more likely to cooperate and follow 
the law when they have been treated fairly and with respect.  
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The Five Elements 
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Voice. You participated and were heard, you told your story, showed 
your papers,  and you influenced the outcome.  

Respect. You were treated with dignity and your story mattered.  

Neutrality. You were treated fairly and without bias- regardless of your 
race, gender, economic status, or role.

Understanding. Your circumstances were understood. They took the 
time to learn what you’re dealing with, and they realize you’re trying.  

Helpfulness. People cared and they wanted to help.  



Procedural Justice 
During Difficult Customer Interactions 

“Pooh, what’s the bravest 
thing you’ve ever said?” 

asked piglet. 

“Help” said Pooh. 

-Winnie-the Pooh by A.A. Milne

Illustration by E.H. Shepard



But first, a little about me and my work: 
• Morgan Spah, Supervising Attorney

• Self-Represented Litigant Program, MN Judicial Branch
o Statewide Self-Help Center (Virtual)

§   10 Judicial Districts; 87 Counties 
o  2 Walk-in Self-Help Centers (In-person)

§    Hennepin County, MN

• One of the largest SRL/Self-Help Programs in the country
o   Team of about 35 people 
o   Attorneys and paralegals 
o   Some bilingual staff 
o   80,000-90,000 customer interactions per year



Procedural Justice 
During Difficult Customer Interactions 

• What behaviors can make an interaction difficult?

• Why is a customer behaving the way they are?

•How do we offer procedural justice during 
difficult interactions? 
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What is the behavior?
• Emotional 
• “So and so said…” 
• Bully/disrespectful 
• Give me an answer 
• Repetitive 
• Know it all already 
• Impatient 
• Indecisive
• Not solution focused  
• Confused
• Disorganized 
• Disruptive
• And more…

Why the behavior?
• Trauma 
• Physical illness 
• Disability 
• Financial instability 
• Cultural diversity 
• Language barriers
• “isms”
• Mental illness
• And more…



The How: 
Techniques for Navigating Difficult Interactions 

q Validate/Acknowledge
q Assurances of effort 
q Explain reasoning 
q Provide choices
q Refocus 
q Reframe 
q Set Limits
q Arrange follow up
q Offer Resources 
q Disengage 
q Level up  



Validate (acknowledge needs): 
You do not need to validate their belief system. Also do not challenge it. 
Instead, focus on paraphrasing goals/procedural elements of the interaction. 
o “I understand your goal is to…”
o “What I’m hearing you say is….”
o “That sounds like a frustrating situation…”

Assurances of Effort: 
Be careful not to give assurance of result or success. You may not be able to 
deliver the outcome they are seeking. 
o “Let me look into that for you…”
o “I talked to a couple of people on my team and…”
o “I spent some time looking at your case…”



Explain Reasoning: 
Keep the explanation short. Be careful not to argue or be defensive of the court if 
they challenge the reasoning. Calmly provide the reasoning and move on to the next 
point. 
o “That that step is important because…”
o “The purpose for that form is…”

Provide Choices: 
Remember doing nothing is a choice and so is doing something that probably 
wont work. 
o “You could _____ or you could _____ ”. 
o “To research this more, you can go/use/look up…”



Refocus: 
Find balance between letting an individual tell the long version of a story 
(you might stumble across details that could be helpful) with keeping the interaction focused. 
o “Thank you for sharing that information with me, 
      let me ask you a few questions.”
o “Let’s look at what steps you could take to reach your goal.” 

Reframe: 
Find a way from “can’t” to “can”. If you can’t answer the specific question the way they ask it,
reframe the question into one you can answer. 
o “I can’t tell you what you should do but I can talk to you 
     about what options you may have.”



Set Limits: 
o “My role is to____. That means I can_____.”
  (You can add a reframe too: “I can’t _____but I can_____.”) 

o “I would like to help you but if you _______ I will have to end 
      our conversation.”

Arrange Follow Up: 
Use caution in committing yourself to another interaction if it won’t be productive. 

o “Let me look into that more for you and [who] will get 
      back to you [how] by [time/date].”

Offer Resources: 
o Legal advice resources 
o Court or agency website
o Self-Help Center



Disengage: 
o “When ______come back/call back, and we can talk about 
    the next steps.” 
o “I’m sorry I can’t help you further with this issue and 
      will not be responding again to this question.”
o “Feel free to contact us again if/when ______” 

Level Up: 
o “I’m going to bring in (supervisor/manager/leadership etc.) 
      to see if they can help you/us.”
o Inform supervisor/manager/leadership
o Security report?



Real Example: What do you do?

An individual says: 

“What is wrong with 
you? Are you too 
dumb to understand 
what I’m telling you 
or is it that you don’t 
care?”

q Validate/Acknowledge
q Assurances of effort 
q Explain reasoning 
q Provide choices
q Refocus 
q Reframe 
q Set limits
q Arrange follow up 
q Offer resources 
q Disengage 
q Level up  



Real Example: What do you do?
q Validate/Acknowledge
q Assurances of effort 
q Explain reasoning 
q Provide choices
q Refocus 
q Reframe 
q Set limits
q Arrange follow up 
q Offer resources 
q Disengage 
q Level up  

An individual says: 

“I received 
paperwork to change 
child support. My 
deadline to reply is 
today. Do I have to 
reply and if so, what 
do I say?”



Real Example: What do you do?
q Validate/Acknowledge
q Assurances of effort 
q Explain reasoning 
q Provide choices
q Refocus 
q Reframe 
q Set limits
q Arrange follow up 
q Offer resources 
q Disengage 
q Level up  

An individual says: 

“I’ve talked to 5 people, 
and no one knows what 
they’re doing. I don’t see 
the problem. I spoke to 
someone else here 
yesterday and they said 
there wouldn’t be a 
problem getting this 
done. Just do it. This 
better be the last time I 
have to tell you.”



“So often people with the knowledge get exasperated 
with those who don’t but your team had a gentleness in 
how they helped me.” 
–Self-Represented Litigant





Procedural Justice in Action
• Driver’s License Suspension (DLS) Pilot and DLS reform
• Pilot operated in 12 counties, operated October 2021 – June 2022
• Pilot was one of the Procedural Justice Peer-Learning Sites (OCSE)
• DLS legislative reform passed in 2023, one part effective July 1, 

2023 and one part effective January 1, 2026

• Safe Access for Victims’ Economic Security (SAVES)
• 5-year federal grant
• Started September 2022
• Improve child support response in situations of domestic abuse – 

help families safely access child support services



DLS pilot – script with NCPs
▸ Voice: Parents should have a chance to be heard by sharing their 
side of the story and expressing their concerns.

Questions in DLS Pilot:
• Have you experienced any challenges in obtaining full-time, 

consistent work? (instead of, why aren’t you working?)
• Are there any other circumstances you're experiencing that could 

be a challenge to employment? These could be items like mental 
health or chemical health (drug/alcohol) concerns, physical work 
limitations, criminal history or anything else? 
• In your own words, how does having a suspended license, or a 

soon-to-be suspended license, affect you? 
TIP to invite voice: Can you tell me more about that?



DLS Pilot cont.
▸ Helpfulness: Parents should feel that the child support 
agency was helpful and interested in addressing their 
situations. 

Questions in DLS Pilot:
• I want to give you an opportunity to ask me any questions 

and tell me about any other concerns you face related to 
child support. 
• Are there other areas where I may be able to help connect 

you with a resource or provide you a referral? 
• Do you have any questions for me at this time? 
• Do you have any other concerns you want to share with 

me? 



A tale of two letters
PRISM generated notice of intent to suspend license:
Purpose
This notice tells you
*Your case meets the criteria to suspend your driver’s license
*How you can prevent the suspension

Notice
You are at least three times past due in paying your total court-
ordered support or maintenance payments, or both. You have 
not complied with a written payment agreement to pay your 
monthly support or maintenance payments or both, Under 
Minnesota Statute, 518A.65, we will direct the appropriate 
authority to suspend your driver’s license(s) unless you act to 
prevent the suspension.



DLS flier for the pilot



More info on flier



DLS statute reforms – Minnesota 
Statute section 518A.65
• Procedural justice elements:
• Due process! License suspension will not select if no 

address to notify the NCP 
• Helpfulness and Voice: statute changes allow agency to 

consider factors going to obligor’s ability to pay and stop 
suspension administratively

• Allows both parties to have a voice in the process
• Is suspension likely to induce the payment of support?
• Would it have direct harmful effects on the obligor or joint 

children that make it an inappropriate remedy?
• Safety concerns of custodial parent

https://www.revisor.mn.gov/statutes/cite/518A.65


SAVES grant – Minnesota 
Federal Office of 

Child Support 
Services

MN SAVES 
Advisory Council 
– Guides the work

Policy/Practice 
Subcommittees

Good Cause Training

Comprehensive 
case processing 

practices
Data and Metrics

In-hospital 
paternity 

acknowledgments

Child Support 
Public Education & 

Outreach

Pilot projects in 
specific counties

Paternity Specialized DV 
Triage teams

OFP Collaboration 
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Coordinated Case 
Management 

Triage Pilot

National SAVES 
Center

TTA, Evaluation



SAVES – Safety Assessment
• Safety assessment is being piloted on paternity cases 

in Ramsey and Hennepin counties
• Starting with “pilot lite”
• Soft roll-out in July 2025
• Series of trainings to prepare

• Survivor-centered and trauma informed
• Survivors and DV agencies have been at the heart of 

the development of this tool
We are changing our communication:
• how we have conversation with participants
• how we provide education to participants



Assessment uses procedural justice 
principles
▸ Respect: Parents should believe they were treated with 
dignity and respect and their concerns were taken seriously. 
Assessment starts with:
• I’m calling because we opened a child support case regarding (children’s names).
• Before we start working on your case, we want to do a case management safety 

assessment.
• We take the safety of families receiving child support services seriously, and we 

can provide safety measures to help with safety concerns.
• Having safety concerns in the child support process is common, and we ask 

everyone these questions. We can provide some information on measures and 
resources that are available.

• The purpose of the safety assessment is to determine what safety measures may 
be needed for your family and your child support case. 

• Your responses can be changed at any point moving forward or in the future.

Confirm they have time to talk and are in a safe space, if not, 
make plan to connect in way is time/place that is safe for them



Assessment uses procedural justice 
principles
▸ Voice: Parents should have a chance to be heard by sharing 
their side of the story and expressing their concerns.
▸ Helpfulness: Parents should feel that the child support 
agency was helpful and interested in addressing their 
situations. 
• Self-assessment allows parents, in interactive dialogue with the child 

support worker, to select their safety needs level on a 0 to 3 scale
• Participants can share what they are comfortable with, and express 

concerns confidentially
• Participants will have access to resources for further assistance on 

safety



New or updated educational tools
▸  Understanding: Parents should understand the child 
support processes and have their questions answered. 
• Assessment scripts that include explaining processes
• New webpage on Safety on DCYF
• Updated information on custody, parenting time and safety as 

part of the Parenting Decisions Affidavit – example next slide
• New educational documents (paternity info steps educational 

documents) – example on next slide

https://dcyf.mn.gov/safety-measures


Steps in paternity case information 
document



Parenting Decisions Affidavit



Caseworker Desk Reference for DV 
Survivor Centered Communication

• Coming from the 
SAVES Center
• Guiding principles 

and examples
• Responding with 

empathy and 
transparency 

“You aren’t to blame for what was done to you”
“I can’t be in your shoes, but I’m here to walk 
beside you through the child support process”
“Is it helpful for me to repeat things as we talk?”
“Here are the next actions that will happen on 
your case, and who will be taking those actions”



Resources
• Minnesota’s Driver’s License Suspension Pilot 

Descriptive Report (April 2023)
• Minnesota’s Driver’s License Suspension Pilot Impact 

Evaluation Report (July 2024)
• Procedural Justice-Informed Alternatives to Contempt 

(PJAC) includes 
• Reports
• Short videos on incorporating procedural justice in child 

support

• savescenter.org (Site temporarily offline – check back!)

https://mn.gov/mmb/assets/DLS%20descriptive%20report_April%202023_tcm1059-575361.pdf
https://mn.gov/mmb/assets/DLS%20descriptive%20report_April%202023_tcm1059-575361.pdf
https://mn.gov/mmb/assets/DLS%20descriptive%20report_April%202023_tcm1059-575361.pdf
https://mn.gov/mmb/assets/DLS%20impact%20report_Final%20%28accessible%29_tcm1059-632219.pdf
https://mn.gov/mmb/assets/DLS%20impact%20report_Final%20%28accessible%29_tcm1059-632219.pdf
https://mn.gov/mmb/assets/DLS%20impact%20report_Final%20%28accessible%29_tcm1059-632219.pdf
https://acf.gov/css/grants/current-grants/pjac
https://acf.gov/css/grants/current-grants/pjac
https://acf.gov/css/grants/current-grants/pjac
https://acf.gov/css/grants/current-grants/pjac
https://acf.gov/css/grants/current-grants/pjac


Thank you!


