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COVID-19 and Child Support
Changes in Payers and Non-Payers and
What Child Support Agencies Can Do

This is the first in a series of briefs developed by the Center for Policy Research on how the economic fallout
from the novel coronavirus (COVID-19) may impact child support agencies. Founded in 1981, Center for Policy
Research conducts research and evaluation projects and provides technical assistance on a variety of human
services and critical social issues, particularly those affecting children and families. Our clients include the U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services, state and local human services agencies, courts, and local and
national foundations. Learn more about us at centerforpolicyresearch.org.
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Employment and Income Changes due to COVID-19
• Unemployment claims: over 30 million between March 21 and April 252
–N
 ational unemployment of 14.7% as of April 20203
• 3 hires for every 10 layoffs (examples of those hiring: Amazon, Walmart, CVS Healthcare, Domino’s Pizza)4
• Essential workers comprise about 34% to 43% of the total U.S. workforce and many earn less than $18.58 per hour5

Six of the most directly impacted sectors and examples of their occupations and wage rates: 6
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Unemployment Benefits and
the $1,200 Stimulus Check
Average U.S. unemployment benefit plus the
$600 per week additional unemployment per
U.S. CARES Act is $978 per week9
• T
 his exceeds the average weekly paycheck
of those in the retail trade, transportation and
warehousing, education and health services,
and leisure and hospitality
• The extra $600 per week ends July 31, 2020
Gig workers and self-employed workers are
now eligible for unemployment
• S
 elf-employment jobs comprise 23% of all
U.S. jobs in 201810
A $1,200 stimulus check that can be offset to
satisfy child support debt11
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Payers and Non-Payers after the Initial Federal Response
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Circumstances of Noncustodial Parents (NCPs)
Paying Less
• N
 CP is not eligible for unemployment because he
or she quit job or took leave to protect their own
health or the health of a family member12
• N
 CP’s unemployment benefits (including $600
per week) pay less than previous earnings
– NCPs with pre-Covid-19 earnings more than about $20-30 per
hour (amount varies with state’s unemployment benefit level)13
• Unemployment benefits vary among states but are typically
less than 50% of the employee’s regular wage and capped14
– NCPs who didn’t file for unemployment or state is
having difficulty processing their application15

Stop-circle
ARROW-CIRCLE-DOWN

PAYMENT WILL STAY
THE SAME FOR:
Nonpayers16
Full payers with no
changes in earnings

WHO WILL INCREASE
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Some partial and
intermittent payers

Circumstances of NCPs Paying the Same
• N
 CPs without reported income or those not
receiving unemployment benefits
• Essential workers and other workers with no change in income

Circumstances of NCPs Paying More
• Newly employed workers
• U
 nemployed, low-wage workers temporarily realizing more income
due to the $600 per week additional unemployment benefit
• T
 he self-employed who were previously not paying but
are now paying through unemployment benefits
• E
 ssential workers with over-time income,
temporary wage increases and bonuses17

Conclusions about Payments

arrow-right

Short-run: Some full payers and intermittent/partial payers will pay less; little change in the
percentage of non-payers

arrow-rightarrow-right

Long-run: Total collections will decrease because of reduced earnings in general; more
and different types of NCPs will need help to enable them to pay, appropriately review
and adjust their orders, and address their COVID-19-related arrears
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What Can Child Support Agencies Do?

Clipboard-List-Check

Develop and Modernize NCP Employment Programs
• A
 new need to help NCPs who are displaced workers in addition to NCPs with multiple barriers
(e.g., felony records and few skills).
• CPR’s Employment Toolkit offers a step-by-step guide to establishing a program.
• P
 rograms can be funded through Section 1115 Waivers (34% state or local match required),18
retained collections, child support incentive funds, and state TANF dollars.

Comments-alt

Publicize and Streamline Review and Adjustment Policies
• D
 evelop new ways to simplify the modification process (e.g., in-person negotiation conferences to
eliminate the need for hearings). For more information, see reports from CPR modification projects
for Colorado and Massachusetts.
• Publicize modification processes to NCPs who are unable to modify during COVID-19 shutdowns.
• U
 se digital marketing to reach and message parents. (Contact CPR to learn more about how CPR
is helping various states and tribes use digital marketing to reach parents.)

Hand-holding-usd

Publicize and Create Arrears Forgiveness Policies and Programs
• Learn more about how 12 states designed debt compromise programs.
• M
 ore information about how debt compromise improves the payment of
current support can be found at Debt Compromise Programs: Program
Design & Child Support Outcomes in Five Locations.

For more information, please contact CPR Director Dr. Jessica Pearson
at jspearson@centerforpolicyresearch.org or Dr. Jane Venohr at
jvenohr@centerforpolicyresearch.org.

PAGE 4

Endnotes
Percentage are based on an U.S. Census Bureau survey of all custodial parents who were supposed to receive child support in
2015. Data source is Grall, Timothy. (January 2020.) Custodial Mothers and Fathers and Their Child Support: 2015 Current Population
Reports, U.S. Census Bureau. Retrieved from https://www.census.gov/content/dam/Census/library/publications/2020/demo/
p60-262.pdf. Federal Office of Child Support Enforcement data from federal fiscal year 2018 suggest a comparable percentage
for nonpayers (i.e., 28%), but does not provide data on partial and full payers. Nonpayers were calculated by dividing Table
P-75 (Cases with Collections) by Table P-64 (Cases with Orders), then subtracting that percentage from 100%. Data source is
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Office of Child Support Enforcement. (June 2019). Preliminary Report FY2018.
Retrieved from https://www.acf.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/programs/css/fy_2018_preliminary_data_report.pdf .
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