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The primary goal of child support programs is to improve children’s well- 
being by emphasizing the roles of both parents in providing for them. 
Some families receive child support from noncustodial parents regularly. 

For other families, payments may be sporadic, partial, or not received at all. Par-
ents who do not make their child support payments can be subject to enforce-
ment measures, including civil contempt actions requiring them to attend court 
hearings. Additionally, parents may face arrest if they fail to appear in court or 
fail to pay their share. 

The Procedural Justice-Informed Alternatives to 
Contempt (PJAC) model aimed to increase non-
custodial parents’ compliance with child support 
orders by providing an alternative to the civil 
contempt process that followed principles of pro-
cedural justice (see Box 1). These principles guided 
all aspects of PJAC service delivery. Figure 1 de-
picts the intended flow of PJAC services, includ-
ing definitions of each type of service.

The PJAC demonstration project aimed to address 
noncustodial parents’ reasons for nonpayment 
of child support orders, promote their positive 
engagement with the child support program and 
custodial parents, and improve the consistency 
and completeness of their child support payments 
by testing a new approach to service delivery 
across six child support agencies (see Box 2 for an 
overview of the PJAC demonstration).1

This demonstration included a research study 
wherein noncustodial parents who were about 
to enter the contempt process were assigned at 
random to a group offered PJAC services or to a 

BOX 1
The Five Key Elements of  

Procedural Justice as Applied to 
the Child Support Context

	➤ Respect: Parents should believe they 
were treated with dignity and respect and 
their concerns were taken seriously.

	➤ Understanding: Parents should under-
stand the child support process and have 
their questions answered.

	➤ Voice: Parents should have a chance to be 
heard by sharing their perspectives and 
expressing their concerns.

	➤ Neutrality: Parents should perceive the 
decision-making process to be impartial.

	➤ Helpfulness: Parents should feel that the 
child support agency was helpful and in-
terested in addressing their situations.
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control group not eligible to receive PJAC services; instead, the con-
trol group proceeded with the standard contempt process. Parents 
assigned to the PJAC services group were given a trained PJAC case 
manager who worked with both parents. PJAC case managers of-
fered a range of services to parents, focusing on building positive 

relationships following the principles of procedural justice. The 
PJAC demonstration enrolled participants from February 2018 
through September 2020, and served participants through Septem-
ber 2021—a period that included the onset and first 1.5 years of the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

Case Review
Case manager reviews the 
noncustodial parent’s case 
history.

Outreach and Engagement
Case manager makes introductory 
calls to both parents, followed by 
continued contact.

Case Action Plan
Case manager creates individual 
plan for the noncustodial parent.

Noncustodial and 
custodial parents 
receive PJAC services

Noncustodial 
parent does 
not comply 
with child 
support

FIGURE 1. The PJAC Model

Expected 
outcomes after 
PJAC services

 Regular child support 
payments

 Cooperation with the 
child support agency

Case Conference 
When appropriate, case 
manager facilitates negotiation 
between both parents to work 
toward compromise.

Supportive Services
Case manager may refer the 
parent to services outside 
child support to gain help.

Case Maintenance
Case manager monitors payments, 
modifies case action plans, and works with 
the parent toward the goal of compliance.Further Enforcement

When outreach and case management 
are unsuccessful in encouraging 
compliance, further enforcement 
actions may be taken, including 
contempt.

Enhanced Child 
Support Services

Case manager helps the 
parent with services that 
may promote compliance.
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The COVID-19 pandemic presented social service 
agencies and their customers with unforeseen chal-
lenges. At its onset, child support agencies faced 
office and court closures, and staff members had 
to make the transition to remote work and virtual 
service delivery.2 The PJAC demonstration offers an 
opportunity to examine how child support services, 
enforcement, and contempt changed at the onset of 
the pandemic, and to hear agency staff members' 
and parents’ perspectives on those changes.

PURPOSE OF THE BRIEF

This brief focuses on child support agencies in 
three states participating in the PJAC demonstra-
tion—California, Michigan, and Virginia—hereaf-
ter called “sites.”3 

The first section examines agencies’ initial changes 
in services, rates of enforcement, and use of con-
tempt after the onset of the COVID-19 pandemic in 
March 2020, using child support administrative data 
and program records from the PJAC management 
information system from February 2018 through 
September 2021.4 This analysis provides quantitative 
context about how patterns of child support services 
may have shifted during the pandemic. 

The second section discusses staff and parent per-
spectives on changes in child support services and 

rates of enforcement and contempt for the PJAC and 
business-as-usual research groups. The research team 
collected these perspectives through virtual and 
in-person interviews with staff members and parents 
at the three PJAC sites between the fall of 2022 and 
winter of 2023. The research team conducted 35 staff 
interviews (with case managers, leaders, legal staff 
members, and attorneys) and 15 parent interviews 
(with 9 custodial and 6 noncustodial parents).

FINDINGS

This analysis found that aside from a brief period after 
the onset of the pandemic, service delivery, enforce-
ment, and contempt generally returned to prepan-
demic levels for the remainder of the analysis period. 
However, some changes to service delivery, such as 
virtual services, persisted throughout the pandemic. 
Insights from staff members and parents about 
pandemic-era changes in services and enforcement 
reveal that neither experienced a difference in case 
manager-parent relationships with the switch to 
virtual service delivery. From agency staff members’ 
perspectives, this switch offered some benefits, such 
as more flexible work schedules, more opportunities 
to serve parents outside of typical office hours, and 
fewer meetings and hearings for which parents had 
to request time off work, find transportation, and 

BOX 2
PJAC DEMONSTRATION OVERVIEW

The Procedural Justice-Informed Alternatives to Contempt (PJAC) demonstration project integrat-
ed principles of procedural justice into enforcement practices in six child support agencies across 
the United States. The federal Office of Child Support Services developed the PJAC demonstration. 
In the demonstration, PJAC sites assigned parents to one of two research groups:

	➤ PJAC services group: offered PJAC services

	➤ Business-as-usual group: not eligible to receive PJAC services, proceeded with the standard 
contempt process

The research team compared the outcomes of these groups to assess the effects of PJAC on child 
support payments, civil contempt filings, and debt amounts. Because PJAC offered a new approach 
to child support service delivery, PJAC group members may have had different experiences with 
child support and the pandemic compared with business-as-usual group members. For more in-
formation on the PJAC demonstration, see Melanie Skemer, Testing a New Approach to Addressing 
Nonpayment of Child Support: Effects of the Procedural Justice Informed-Alternatives to Contempt 
Demonstration (New York: MDRC, 2023).

https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/PJAC_Impact_Report_2023_FINAL.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/PJAC_Impact_Report_2023_FINAL.pdf
https://www.mdrc.org/sites/default/files/PJAC_Impact_Report_2023_FINAL.pdf
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arrange childcare. Given these minimal real or per-
ceived changes in services and enforcement along-
side these benefits, child support administrators 
may consider incorporating more remote work and 
virtual services to capitalize on the efficiency and 
customer orientation these changes allow. 

PANDEMIC-RELATED CHANGES TO 
PJAC SERVICE DELIVERY AND STUDY 
SAMPLE OUTCOMES

The pandemic caused disruptions and shifts in child 
support service delivery and agency processes. This 
analysis examined rates of outreach and engage-
ment, case action planning, and case conferences 
for members of the PJAC services group, comparing 
trends before and after the onset of the COVID-19 
pandemic in March 2020. 

Changes to the Delivery of Core PJAC 
Services

Overall, the frequency and intensity of PJAC service 
delivery decreased during the early months of the 
pandemic, but services generally rebounded to more 
typical rates by the summer and fall of 2020. This 
pattern suggests that PJAC case managers delivered 
services consistently in the face of major transitions 
in their work.

Table 1 defines each PJAC service and discusses how 
trends compared before and after COVID-19’s onset. 
Case conferences showed the most notable change. 
Case conferences could occur in multiple formats: 
in person, over the phone, or asynchronously, where 
the case manager served as a liaison between the 
parents. As shown in the table, the percentage of 
noncustodial parents who completed case confer-
ences plateaued for three months after COVID-19’s 
onset, but case conference completion increased in 
the summer of 2020. Interestingly, phone case con-
ferences increased, while asynchronous case confer-
ences declined slightly compared with prepandemic 
levels (not shown). This combination of facts means 
that parents were talking directly to each other 
more during the pandemic. 

Staff interviews suggest that three factors may have 
been in play here: 

1.	 The increased use of videoconferencing helped 
case managers and parents overcome logistical 
barriers to in-person case conferences. 

2.	 Families may have been working together bet-
ter during the pandemic, at least in staff mem-
bers’ perceptions.

3.	 More flexible work hours and increased remote 
work may have made it easier for parents and 
case managers to find convenient times to meet.5

Changes to the Delivery of Enhanced 
Child Support Services

The child support program provides a range of ser-
vices to parents to increase order compliance, in-
cluding order modifications, license reinstatements, 
debt compromises, debt adjustments, and case clo-
sures. (See Table 2 for explanations of these services.) 
These services were called “enhanced child support 
services” in the PJAC demonstration project, and 
they were available to both the PJAC services and 
business-as-usual groups. However, the PJAC model 
encouraged PJAC case managers to make a priority 
of offering these services to parents and to increase 
the assistance they provided to parents in completing 
the paperwork necessary to receive them. Because 
of this focus, higher percentages of noncustodial 
parents in the PJAC services group than in the busi-
ness-as-usual group received enhanced child sup-
port services throughout the demonstration.6 

Table 2 defines each enhanced child support service 
and discusses how trends compared before and after 
the onset of COVID-19. Most enhanced child support 
services followed a similar trajectory to broader 
trends in PJAC services during the pandemic: a tem-
porary decline in services during the early months 
of the pandemic, followed by a resumption of more 
typical service rates. 

There was one notable exception: an increase in 
order modifications. Parents can request reviews 
of their child support orders if there has been a 
substantial change in their financial circumstanc-
es. So it is not surprising that order modifications 
increased for both research groups (PJAC services 
and business-as-usual) during a period of financial 
instability for many families—specifically, Quarter 
3 of 2020 (the quarter after the onset of the pandem-
ic). Order modifications can increase or decrease a 
child support order, and the analysis found that the 
percentage of noncustodial parents whose child 
support orders were reduced increased for both 
groups as well, though at a higher rate for the PJAC 
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services group. This increase in order modifications 
may reflect the responsiveness of the child support 
agencies to the changing financial realities noncus-
todial parents faced.

Changes in the Use of Enforcement Ac-
tions and Contempt

Enforcement actions are tools case managers use 
to compel noncustodial parents who are behind on 
child support payments to pay. Some enforcement 
actions are automatically triggered by noncustodial 
parents reaching certain debt thresholds or a cer-
tain number of months without payment, while oth-
ers are initiated at the discretion of a case manager. 
When case managers exhaust other enforcement 
actions, they may refer noncustodial parents to civil 
contempt. The frequency with which child support 
programs make such referrals varies dramatically 
across the country.

Table 3 defines each enforcement and contempt 
action included in the analysis and discusses how 
trends compared before and after COVID-19’s onset. 
Like PJAC services and enhanced child support ser-
vices, enforcement actions and contempt referrals 
generally slowed down early in the pandemic before 
picking back up in the summer of 2020. The most no-
table changes included:

	▸ An increase in state and federal tax inter-
cepts, which may be because (1) individuals filed 
federal income taxes to receive economic im-
pact payments who otherwise might not have, 
(2) unemployment compensation increased and 
was counted as taxable income, and (3) child 
support agencies intercepted the first pandemic 
economic support (known as the first stimulus 
payment), but did not intercept the second and 
third rounds of stimulus payments.7

TABLE 1. PJAC Service Definitions and COVID-19-Era Trends in  
Service Delivery

Service and Definition COVID-19-Era Trends

Outreach and engagement. 
PJAC case managers were 
intended to make introductory 
calls to both parents, followed 
by continued contact.

Custodial and noncustodial parent contact rates slowed slightly 
at the onset of the pandemic, but contact rates increased in the 
summer of 2020. In interviews, child support staff members said 
it was easier to get in touch with parents during the pandemic, 
perhaps due in part to job instability and increased remote work.

Case action planning.  
PJAC case managers were 
intended to create individual 
plans with noncustodial 
parents.

Case-action-plan completion rates declined at the onset of the 
pandemic and never returned to prepandemic levels. This decline is 
probably due in part to dwindling enrollment: PJAC enrollment ended 
in September 2020 and began tapering off in the preceding months. 
The PJAC model intended initial case action plans to be set in the 
early stages of PJAC services, so many PJAC participants may have 
completed case action planning before the onset of the pandemic.a

Case conferences.  
When appropriate, PJAC case 
managers were expected 
to facilitate negotiations 
between parents to come to 
preliminary agreement about 
how to address reasons for 
nonpayment and develop 
a plan to achieve payment 
compliance.

The rate of case-conference completion plateaued for three months 
after COVID-19’s onset, but rates increased in the summer of 2020. 

SOURCES: MDRC calculations based on child support administrative data.

NOTES: The term “rate” refers to the percentage of enrolled noncustodial parents who had ever 
experienced an enforcement action as of a given quarter. Due to rolling enrollment, the number of 
enrolled noncustodial parents increases each quarter through September 2021.

aMelanie Skemer, Jennifer Hausler, Olivia Williams, Louisa Treskon, and Jacqueline Groskaufmanis, 
A Comparison of Approaches Informed by Procedural Justice and Traditional Enforcement in the 
Procedural Justice-Informed Alternatives to Contempt Demonstration (New York: MDRC, 2022).
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TABLE 2. Enhanced Child Support Service Definitions and COVID-19-Era Trends

Service and Definition COVID-19-Era Trends

Order modifications. Child support orders 
are determined by a standard, statewide 
formula that accounts for both parents’ 
incomes, the number of children, and many 
other factors.a Custodial and noncustodial 
parents can request an order review every 
three years or if there has been a substantial 
change in their financial circumstances.

Order-modification rates increased for both research 
groups (PJAC services and business-as-usual) in Quarter 
3 of 2020 (the quarter after the onset of the pandemic). 
The downward order-modification rate, or the 
percentage of noncustodial parents whose child support 
orders decreased, also increased for both groups. 
However, it increased more for the PJAC services group. 

Debt adjustments. When noncustodial 
parents do not pay their full order amounts, 
they accrue debt. However, sometimes 
there are errors in these calculations, and 
child support programs need to adjust debt 
amounts. These errors are often uncovered 
during the contempt process as an accurate 
calculation of the debt amount is a condition 
of bringing a case forward for contempt.

Business-as-usual group debt-adjustment rates were 
much lower after the onset of the pandemic than 
before. Because checking debt calculations is part 
of the contempt-referral process, this decline in debt 
adjustments is most likely to be related to a decline in 
pandemic-era contempt referrals. The debt-adjustment 
rate for the PJAC services group did not change during 
the pandemic.

Debt compromises. Parents with substantial 
child support debt owed to the state can 
seek compromises to reduce their debt 
amounts.b Similarly, custodial parents can 
agree to partial or full debt forgiveness for 
support owed to them.

Debt compromises occurred at similar rates in the 
business-as-usual and PJAC services groups before 
the pandemic. During the pandemic, the rate of debt 
compromises did not change for business-as-usual 
group members, whereas the PJAC services group’s 
debt-compromise rate increased. This increase may 
be due to the increased attention from PJAC case 
managers focused on connecting parents to state debt-
compromise programs or negotiating between parents 
to forgive debt owed to custodial parents.

License reinstatements. States can 
revoke noncustodial parents’ licenses (for 
example, driving or hunting licenses) for 
noncompliance with their child support 
orders. Agencies can reinstate these 
licenses if noncustodial parents meet 
certain conditions (for example, adhering 
to a payment plan or entering a job training 
program).

The rate of reinstatements was essentially unchanged 
during the pandemic, apart from a brief decline in new 
license reinstatements for several quarters after the start 
of the pandemic among the business-as-usual groups in 
Michigan and Virginia. Though it is impossible to identify 
the reason for this decline, it may be due to a decrease 
in parents’ ability to meet the payment-plan terms as 
the early stages of the pandemic made more of them 
subject to employment instability.

Case closures. The end of a child support 
agency’s enforcement of a child support 
order is called a case closure. Cases will 
close when there is no longer a current 
support order or debt remaining on a 
case. Further justifications for case closure 
include: custodial parents requesting the 
case be closed (as long as there is no debt 
owed to the state on the case), noncustodial 
parents having a significant change in 
circumstances that would not allow them 
to pay support (for example, permanent 
disability or incarceration without the option 
for parole), or noncustodial parents acting 
as primary caregivers of the children for 
whom they owe support.

No notable changes.

(continued)
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Table 2. (Continued)

SOURCES: MDRC calculations based on child support administrative data.

NOTES: The term “rate” refers to the percentage of enrolled noncustodial parents who had ever 
experienced an enforcement action as of a given quarter. Due to rolling enrollment, the number of 
enrolled noncustodial parents increases each quarter through September 2021.

aThe exact approach to these calculations varies among states. For more details on the basics 
of the different approaches states have taken, see pages 6–7 of Jessica Tollestrup, “Child Support 
Enforcement: Program Basics” (Washington DC: Congressional Research Service, 2023).

bDebt owed to the state accrues in two ways: (1) While custodial parents and their children receive 
public assistance (for example, Temporary Assistance for Needy Families), the custodial parents must 
assign their right to receive support to the state. If child support payments are not received while the 
custodial parents are on public assistance, the unpaid support accrues as debt owed to the state. (2) 
Most noncustodial parents incur fees associated with child support actions, such as processing fees for 
child support payments. If those fees go unpaid, they become a debt owed to the state. Additionally, 
in 34 states—including the 5 states in the PJAC demonstration—child support debt is subject to interest, 
increasing debt amounts further. See National Conference of State Legislatures, National Conference 
of State Legislatures, “Interest on Child Support Arrears” (website: https://www.ncsl.org/research/
human-services/interest-on-child-support-arrears.aspx, 2021).

	▸ A brief and subtle decrease in using license 
suspensions and asset seizures, which may re-
flect child support agencies’ sensitivity to the job 
and financial insecurity noncustodial parents 
faced during the early months of the pandemic.

	▸ A temporary decrease in referrals to con-
tempt, which may re	 flect a combination of 
factors, including temporary court closures, 
a sensitivity to the sudden job and financial 
insecurity many noncustodial parents faced, 
efforts to reduce jail populations, or increased 
payments due to stimulus intercepts and unem-
ployment insurance withholding.8

CHANGES IN CHILD SUPPORT SERVICES 
AS THE PANDEMIC EMERGENCY DREW 
TO A CLOSE

Many of the pandemic-era changes that child sup-
port agencies implemented were short-lived. These 
were mostly the changes made in direct response 
to stay-at-home orders and other attempts to reduce 
transmission of COVID-19.9 

Other changes that occurred during the pandemic 
have persisted. These were often policy and pro-
grammatic adaptations that agencies realized in-
creased efficiency and improved customer experi-
ence. Perhaps the most notable change is the degree 
to which virtual service delivery and remote work 
remained after stay-at-home orders were lifted.

Virtual Service Delivery
The pandemic increased the use of technology and 
virtual service delivery in child support offices; how-

ever, the degree to which virtual service delivery per-
sisted varied across sites. While some staff members 
and parents appreciate certain aspects of virtual ser-
vice delivery, they also shared frustrations.

While business-as-usual and PJAC workers both not-
ed benefits from virtual service delivery, the groups 
reported different benefits. PJAC workers felt video 
case conferences provided a more comfortable way 
for parents to engage with one another. Court staff 
members noted that virtual meetings made it easier 
to manage conflict or talk to parents one-on-one by 
using tools such as virtual breakout or waiting rooms. 

For business-as-usual workers, virtual service deliv-
ery meant fewer disruptions from in-person ques-
tions and interviews, both scheduled and walk-ins. 
One business-as-usual case manager shared, “It’s 
less frantic, it’s less stressful, which makes it seem 
like you have more time.” PJAC services staff mem-
bers did not discuss a “less frantic” pace of work, and 
this difference in perception may be because busi-
ness-as-usual staff members’ caseloads are signifi-
cantly higher than those of PJAC staff members. 

I’ve had a lot of people who are like.... “You 
know, I’m not [having to] sit next to him. I’m 
not [having to be] in the same room with him.” 
So they feel more comfortable [with virtual 
case conferences].

—Staff person, Michigan

Some staff members in California felt that email 
communication and using electronic signature 
options such as DocuSign made it easier to engage 
parents who might not have a fixed address, phone 
number, or reliable transportation. Additionally, 

https://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/interest-on-child-support-arrears.aspx
https://www.ncsl.org/research/human-services/interest-on-child-support-arrears.aspx
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TABLE 3. Definitions and COVID-19-Era Trends in Enforcement and  
Contempt Actions

Enforcement Action  
and Definition

COVID-19-Era Trends

State and federal tax intercepts. 
When noncustodial parents have 
child support debts, the child 
support program automatically 
intercepts state and federal tax 
refunds and applies intercepted 
funds to their debt balances.

State and federal tax intercepts climbed for both research groups 
after the onset of the pandemic. 

License suspensions. The 
child support program can 
suspend state-issued licenses 
(for example, driving, fishing, 
or hunting licenses) when 
noncustodial parents are behind 
on child support payments.

License suspensions declined slightly after the onset of the 
pandemic for both research groups. This decline aligns with 
broader efforts in child support programs to decrease the use 
of license suspensions, which can make it more difficult for 
noncustodial parents to get to work and, thus, meet their child 
support obligations.a 

Asset seizures. The child support 
program can seize or place a lien 
on a noncustodial parent’s assets 
if the parent is behind on child 
support payments.

Asset seizures paused during the two quarters (one quarter for 
PJAC services group members) after the onset of the pandemic 
before resuming at higher rates than they were at before the 
pandemic. This increase may reflect that noncustodial parents 
may have had more money in their accounts from the stimulus 
checks and expanded unemployment insurance.b

Contempt referrals. When 
noncustodial parents are behind 
on child support payments and 
case managers have exhausted 
all enforcement actions to 
compel payment, case workers 
can refer them to civil contempt.

Contempt referrals stagnated after the onset of the pandemic. A 
few potential explanations are:

	➤ Courts were closed for varying amounts of time before 
transitioning to remote hearings.c

	➤ Child support agencies were more hesitant to proceed 
with contempt referrals as many people had lost jobs.d 

	➤ Jails were trying to reduce populations to decrease the 
possibility of a COVID-19 outbreak.e

	➤ Expanded unemployment insurance and intercepted stimulus 
payments may have reduced the need for contempt.

SOURCE: MDRC calculations based on child support administrative data.

NOTES: The term “rate” refers to the percentage of enrolled noncustodial parents who had ever 
experienced an enforcement action as of a given quarter. Due to rolling enrollment, the number of 
enrolled noncustodial parents increases each quarter through September 2021.

aSteven Capps, “Driver’s License Suspension for Support or Parenting Time Violations” (official 
memorandum, Lansing, MI: Michigan Supreme Court, 2021). 

bLouisa Treskon, with Danielle Fumia and Mary Farrell, Comparing the Costs and Benefits of Two 
Approaches to Addressing Nonpayment of Child Support: Results from the Benefit-Cost Analysis in the 
Procedural Justice-Informed Alternatives to Contempt Demonstration (New York: MDRC, 2023).

cBaird, Hayes, Henderson, and Johnson (2020).
dLisa Klein Vogel, Alejandra Ros Pilarz, Laura Cuesta, and Genevieve Caffrey, “‘A Helping Hand over 

a Heavy Hand’: Child Support Enforcement in the Era of COVID-19,” Human Service Organizations: 
Management, Leadership and Governance 46, 5 (2022): 392–413.

eAkanksha Jayanthi, Asaph Glosser, and Kimberly Foley, Reducing a Jail Population in Response to 
COVID-19: The Experience of Kitsap County, Washington (Seattle: MEF Associates, 2021).

staff members in Michigan and California noted 
that they believed not having to come into the office 
was less intimidating and stressful for parents. 

People that you’re talking to, they’re in their 
own home, so they’re a little bit more com-
fortable. Also, they’re not coming into this 
frightening government agency that they 

feel has wronged them for the entire life cy-
cle of the case.

—Staff person, California

However, virtual service delivery also has implica-
tions for decreasing the accessibility of child sup-
port services for some families. In Michigan, child 
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support services remain primarily virtual. Parents 
in Michigan are encouraged to use an online portal 
or state call center when they have questions. Lead-
ers in Michigan believe this is a more effective sys-
tem as it reduces disruptions for case managers and 
ensures that parents can speak with someone, rath-
er than getting a case manager’s voicemail. Howev-
er, Michigan parents shared frustration about being 
unable to reach case managers directly about their 
cases. Some staff members also agreed that it would 
be helpful for parents to reach them through direct 
phone lines and were disappointed that current pol-
icy discouraged this approach. 

Like in the [PJAC] program, I had that one lady 
I could call. She was kind of like a caseworker 
... but now it’s like I have nobody. So, it’s kind of 
irritating, because when’s my stuff gonna get 
taken care of? Never. 

—Custodial parent, Michigan

Remote Work
As was the case for other industries, the pandemic 
necessitated remote work for child support agencies. 
California, Michigan, and Virginia had varying tele-
work options at the time of interviews. Generally, 
staff members reported that working remotely had 
benefits, while leaders reported some drawbacks. 

Across the three sites, staff members noted that 
remote work gave them more flexible schedules, 
which they found helpful. This flexibility lent itself 
to better work-life balance as it allowed them to, 
for example, schedule doctors’ appointments, assist 
their children with remote schooling, and, later in 
the pandemic, pick up their children from school 
when needed. Several noted that once their flexi-
ble schedules had them working past typical office 
hours, they found that parents were easier to reach 
in those after-hours times. 

Leaders in Michigan and California shared that they 
find remote work makes it difficult to manage their 
staffs. They noted that it is challenging for them to 
have a good understanding of how staff members 
are doing, especially new staff members.

Court Operations
The local courts at the Michigan and Virginia sites 
still offer virtual options for some court services. In 
contrast, those at the California site have decreased 
their virtual offerings. A notable advantage of vir-

tual court hearings is that parents may not have 
to coordinate childcare or request time off work to 
attend. Conversely, attorneys in California said that 
in-person court hearings allow them to meet with 
parents more easily before and after the court calls 
their cases, as they are all present at the courthouse. 
These in-person meetings provide time to prepare 
parents for hearings, gather information, answer 
questions, or come to agreements in lieu of going 
before a judge. 

Enforcement
Child support staff members have some discretion in 
how they work cases.10 Therefore, staff perspectives on 
enforcement actions were important to understand-
ing changes in enforcement during the pandemic.

Leaders in California said that they believed they 
now file for contempt less often than they did than 
before the pandemic. They noted that this reduction 
is due to the ways the pandemic and PJAC princi-
ples changed their agency, perhaps because a core 
component of the PJAC approach was to understand 
parents’ underlying reasons for nonpayment and ex-
plore alternatives to the standard contempt process. 

Order Amounts
Some staff members shared that they looked to 
the economy in their local areas to inform order 
amounts. When local unemployment rates began to 
decline, legal staff members in both Michigan and 
California felt like parents should be able to find 
work at decent wages, which they said affected how 
order amounts were set.

Staffing Challenges
Like other industries, child support agencies faced 
staffing challenges during the pandemic. These 
staffing challenges continue to have implications 
for their operations. For example, staff turnover and 
hiring challenges have further increased case back-
logs that were first created by court shutdowns at 
the start of the pandemic. California staff members 
noted that their agency’s in-office work require-
ments, the emotional nature of the work, and the 
comparatively low salaries on offer make it difficult 
to hire and retain employees. Muskegon County, 
Michigan, is facing similar issues: Case managers in 
neighboring counties are offered substantially high-
er salaries, affecting the county’s staffing. Califor-
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nia staff members shared that their court backlog 
is twice as long as it was before the pandemic, partly 
due to legal staff turnover.

CONCLUSION

The COVID-19 pandemic was a temporary shock 
to child support services, but services generally 
returned to their prepandemic operational state. 
Some of these initial shifts—such as increases in 
order modifications and reductions in license sus-
pensions—may reflect the sensitivity and respon-
siveness of child support staff members during a 
challenging and unpredictable period for families.11 
As has been the case in other social service pro-
grams and the private sector, the change that has 
persisted is that some level of virtual service re-
mains. And as is the case with many system chang-
es, there are benefits and barriers that arise from 
virtual service delivery.12 Notably, the staffing shock 
that child support agencies felt from the pandemic 
remained a challenge at the point the research team 
was conducting interviews, around 2.5 years after 
the pandemic’s onset. 

Staff members reported that the pandemic allowed 
for more flexible working hours and made it easier 
to reach parents and help them engage with one an-
other. Parents did not report a strong difference in 
services when case managers were working remote-
ly, suggesting that some level of remote work may be 
a viable option for child support agencies indefinite-
ly. As most staff members reported benefits from re-
mote work, retaining it could be a way for agencies 
to boost staff satisfaction and retention. Addition-
ally, offering remote work to prospective candidates 
may be a way agencies could increase hiring.

Notably, changes in discretionary actions (for ex-
ample, decreases in license suspensions and refer-
rals to contempt) may reflect child support agen-
cies’ responsiveness to the hardships that families 
faced during the pandemic. This sensitivity is an 
orientation that can be carried over into everyday 
child support operations, and one that aligns with 
the elements of procedural justice that informed 
the PJAC approach. 



11

NOTES AND REFERENCES
1	 The PJAC sample differs from the full child support population in important ways: Noncustodial parents who are 

eligible for PJAC are behind on their child support payments and are at the point of being referred to civil con-
tempt. They typically have long histories with the child support program and tend to have low earnings.

2	 For more information on the initial disruptions due to the pandemic, see Peter Baird, Michael Hayes, Sharon Hen-
derson, and Tanya Johnson, “Procedural Justice Principles in the Midst of a Major Disruption: What Several Months 
of COVID-19 Revealed in the Procedural Justice-Informed Alternatives to Contempt (PJAC) Demonstration” (New 
York: MDRC, 2020).

3	 The three project sites included in this analysis were Riverside and San Bernardino Counties, California; Muskegon 
County, Michigan; and Newport News and Richmond, Virginia. To collect qualitative data, interviewers spoke with 
staff members at three agencies: San Bernadino County, California; Muskegon County, Michigan; and Newport 
News, Virginia. For simplicity, this brief refers to the sites as California, Michigan, and Virginia. 

4	 A management information system is a computer-based system used to capture information about program par-
ticipants and the activities they engage in with the program’s staff. 

5	 Specifically, staff members reported that parents were easier to reach during this period, which may be in part be-
cause more parents were unemployed or working from home and thus were able to meet during normal working 
hours. Additionally, some staff members shared that their working hours were flexible during this time, allowing 
them to start later in the day and work later into the evening.

6	 Despite the clear service contrast, overall rates of enhanced child support services were low for both groups. For 
more details, see Melanie Skemer, Jennifer Hausler, Olivia Williams, Louisa Treskon, and Jacqueline Groskaufman-
is, A Comparison of Approaches Informed by Procedural Justice and Traditional Enforcement in the Procedural 
Justice-Informed Alternatives to Contempt Demonstration (New York: MDRC, 2022).

7	 For more information on child support agencies’ interception policies regarding unemployment insurance and 
stimulus payments, see Semhar Gebrekristos and Danielle Cummings, The Child Support Program’s Response 
to the Pandemic and Economic Assistance: A Look at Three Sites in the Procedural Justice-Informed Alternatives to 
Contempt Demonstration (New York: MDRC, forthcoming).

8	 Baird, Hayes, Henderson, and Johnson (2020); Lisa Klein Vogel, Alejandra Ros Pilarz, Laura Cuesta, and Genevieve 
Caffrey, “‘A Helping Hand over a Heavy Hand’: Child Support Enforcement in the Era of COVID-19,” Human Service 
Organizations: Management, Leadership & Governance 46, 5 (2022): 392–413; Akanksha Jayanthi, Asaph Glosser, 
and Kimberly Foley, Reducing a Jail Population in Response to COVID-19: The Experience of Kitsap County, Wash-
ington (Seattle: MEF Associates, 2021).

9	 For more information on the initial disruptions due to the pandemic, see Baird, Hayes, Henderson, and Johnson 
(2020).

10	 Vogel, Pilarz, Cuesta, and Caffrey (2022).

11	 Vogel, Pilarz, Cuesta, and Caffrey (2022).

12	 Amanda Benton, Jennifer Tschantz, Alec Vandenberg, Annette Waters, and Pamela Winston, Easy or Hard? Deliv-
ering Different Types of Human Services Virtually (Washington, DC: Assistant Secretary for Planning and Evaluation, 
2021).



www.mdrc.org

NEW YORK

200 Vesey Street, 23rd  Fl.
New York, NY 10281
Tel: 212 532 3200

OAKLAND

475 14th Street, Suite 750
Oakland, CA 94612
Tel: 510 663 6372

WASHINGTON, DC

750 17th Street, NW
Suite 501
Washington, DC 20006

LOS ANGELES

11965 Venice Boulevard
Suite 402
Los Angeles, CA 90066

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

We would like to thank the many individuals and organizations 
that have contributed to making this brief possible. Specifically, 
we thank staff members at the U.S. Department of Health and Hu-
man Services, Administration for Children and Families, for their 
helpful comments on previous drafts and their review of the anal-
ysis design, including Michael Hayes, Tanya Johnson, and Melody 
Morales at the Office of Child Support Services, and Megan Reid, 
Nicole Constance, and Elaine Sorensen at the Office of Planning, 
Research, and Evaluation. Additionally, we thank staff members 
at the California, Michigan, and Virginia PJAC demonstration 
sites who shared their experiences with us for this brief.  

We thank the many MDRC and MEF staff members, past and pres-
ent, who made this brief possible. Kyla Wasserman provided tech-
nical guidance and mentorship for this brief. Asaph Glosser, Mela-
nie Skemer, and Kyla Wasserman provided expert consultation on 
the PJAC demonstration and the child support program overall. 
Madelyne Lynam provided coordination throughout the produc-
tion process. Melanie Skemer, Jennifer Hausler, and Miguel Garza 

Casado planned and supported the quantitative analysis. Jenni-
fer Hausler, Cassandra T-Pederson, Ethan Feldman, Sally Dai, and 
Jared Smith analyzed the quantitative data. Semhar Gebrekristos 
and Claire McMahon Fishman analyzed the qualitative data.  

This brief benefited greatly from review by Asaph Glosser, Joshua 
Malbin, Melanie Skemer, Louisa Treskon, Kyla Wasserman, Eliza-
beth Saldana, and Semhar Gebrekristos, who provided insightful 
comments. We thank Joshua Malbin, who edited the brief, and 
Ann Kottner, who designed it, formatted it, and prepared it for 
publication. Madelyne Lynam fact-checked the brief and provided 
guidance for its production. 

Last, we would like to extend our gratitude to the many parents 
who participated in the demonstration and shared their experi-
ences. Their voices are invaluable to this study, and we are deeply 
appreciative of their contributions.

https://www.facebook.com/MDRCNews/
https://twitter.com/MDRC_News
https://www.linkedin.com/company/mdrc
http://www.mdrc.org

