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Summary

New York implemented a pilot employment program for
parents behind in their child support in four communi-
ties as part of the Strengthening Families Through
Stronger Fathers Initiative. These pilot programs found
that employment assistance, coupled with case manage-
ment and other support services, substantially increased
the earnings and child support payments of disadvan-
taged parents who were not meeting their child support
obligations (nearly all of whom were fathers).

Background

More than one-quarter of all children in the United States
live apart from one of their parents and nearly 30 percent
of these children are poor.! Child support is an important
source of income for these families. It lifts a million peo-
ple out of poverty every year and represents, on average,
40 percent of the income of poor custodial parents and
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their children when they receive it.2 However, less than
half of poor custodial families receive child support.

The national child support program collects substan-
tial amounts of child support every year. In FY 2010, it
collected $26 billion. The New York child support pro-
gram collected $1.6 billion that year.3 Most child support
is collected through automatic income withholding and
thus the child support program works well for families in
which the parent living apart from the children (referred
to as a noncustodial parent) is steadily employed. The
program is less effective for families when the
noncustodial parent does not have a steady job.

The secular decline in earnings and employment of
less-educated men, especially African-American men,
over the past 30 years has made it more difficult to
collect child support.4 Most noncustodial parents have at
most a high school education and a disproportionate

Charley enrolled in the Strengthening Families Through
Stronger Fathers Pilot program in October 2007 after see-
ing a flyer in the community. Upon enrollment, Charley
was working part-time at McDonalds. He did not have
court-ordered visitation with his son and was unable to see
him on a regular basis due to a poor relationship with his
son’s mother. Pilot staff helped Charley complete and sub-
mit a Joint Custody/Visitation Petition, and after several
court appearances, Charley was awarded joint custody
and a regular weekly visitation schedule with his son. With
the help of the pilot program, Charley was also able to se-
cure full-time employment with T-Mobile, where he was
subsequently promoted to Assistant Manager.

http://www.urban.org/
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share are African American.5 Thus, the
secular decline in the earnings and em-
ployment of this group of men has meant
that more noncustodial parents lack a
steady job.

Most unpaid child support is owed
by noncustodial parents with little or no
reported earnings. New York has a
particularly high proportion of
noncustodial parents in this situation. In
2009, an estimated 291,819 noncustodial
parents in New York owed back support
and had less than $10,000 in reported
earnings that year.” Many of these par-
ents face multiple employment barriers
that affect their ability to pay child
support, including intermittent employ-
ment, limited education, and criminal
records. These employment barriers are
often compounded by other
circumstances of poverty, such as unsta-
ble housing, lack of access to transporta-

Lessons Learned

The pilot projects associated with Strengthening Families
Through Stronger Fathers successfully recruited large numbers
of participants through court referrals, internal referrals, adver-
tisement, and outreach.

Participants were a disadvantaged population and needed
services.

All pilot projects used a case-management model to deliver ser-
vices, which included one-on-one case management services,
employment services, parenting and relationship
services, and child-support-related services, as well as other
support services and referrals to services in the community.

Local child support programs contributed to the success of the-
se projects in a variety of ways, including recruitment, verifica-
tion of eligibility, education for staff and participants about the
child support program, and one-on-one case reviews.

In the end, the pilot projects worked—they increased the earn-
ings and child support payments of low-income parents

tion, and no health insurance.8

The Intervention

behind in their child support.

To help low-income noncustodial parents
find work and pay their child support, the New York
Legislature enacted the Strengthening Families Through
Stronger Fathers Initiative in 2006. Part of this initiative
included a pilot program to test the effectiveness of
providing employment and other support services to low
-income parents behind in their child support.o

The Office of Temporary and Disability Assistance,
the agency assigned to implement the pilot, contracted
with five large, well-established organizations to provide
the services. These organizations operated in four cities:
Buffalo, Jamestown, Syracuse, and New York City.

All the contracting agencies used a case
management model to deliver services: participants
worked with a case manager to assess their needs,
develop a service plan, and manage service delivery. The
services focused on employment and included job readi-
ness training, job search assistance, and job placement.
Some sites offered job skills training, transitional jobs,

and work supports. Each site also provided parenting or
relationship skills workshops and child-support-related
services.

The pilot programs used a variety of methods to re-
cruit participants. Some pilots relied almost exclusively
on the family courts for referrals. Others received rela-
tively few court referrals and relied instead on internal
referrals, advertisement, and outreach. One program was
co-located in a high-volume one-stop career center and
received large numbers of referrals from the center.

Each contracting agency had a relationship with its
local child support agency, but the nature of the relation-
ship varied. At one site, the local child support agency
was the contracting agency and played a central role in
the day-to-day operations of the pilot. At other sites, the
local child support agency had a supportive role that
mostly involved verifying eligibility, resolving individual
child support issues, and conducting child support work-
shops.
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Participant Characteristics

Over the course of the demonstration (October 2006 to
September 2009), the pilot programs served 3,668 par-
ents, 93 percent of whom were fathers. These
participants were a disadvantaged population—72
percent had an arrest record, 79 percent had at most a
high school education, and 89 percent were unemployed
at enrollment. Eighty percent of the participants were
African American or Hispanic and 69 percent of them
had never married. Their average age was 34 years old.
They owed, on average, $11,856 in child support arrears.
Charley exemplifies the parents served.

Impact of the Intervention

To assess how participants were affected by the pilots, we
compared their outcomes with those of a comparison
group of nonparticipants who had similar characteristics.
Our analysis shows that participants’ earnings increased
more than the comparison group in the first quarter
following enrollment in the pilot program. Furthermore,
those gains continued for at least a year after enrollment

Figure 1. Quarterly Wages of Participants and
Comparison Group During and After Enrollment
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(the length of time we followed participant outcomes). As
shown in figure 1, during the quarter of enrollment, partic-
ipants earned, on average, $811 (this average includes par-
ticipants without earnings). By the fourth quarter after
enrollment, they were earning $1,290 on average.

» During the year after enrollment, participants
earned an average of $986 more than the compari-
son group, a 22 percent increase in wages.

For child support payments, we were only able to
examine participants in the final year of the program.
However, results for this final year suggest positive im-
pacts similar to the wage outcomes discussed above
(child support outcomes were measured quarterly to cor-
respond to earnings outcomes). As shown in figure 2,
participants paid more child support than the compari-
son group in the first quarter following enrollment and
this difference grew over time, remaining substantial one
year after enrollment.

= During the year after enrollment, participants paid
an average of $504 more in child support than the
comparison group, a 38 percent increase.

Figure 2. Child Support Paid by Participants and
Comparison Group During and After Enrollment
(in final year of program only)
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Recommendations

The evaluation of the Strengthening Families Through
Stronger Fathers Initiative pilot projects shows that
the programs successfully boosted the earnings and
child support payments of low-income parents who
owed back child support. After the pilot phase ended,
the New York Legislature allocated $2.7 million in FY
2009 so that the employment programs could contin-
ue. Eight programs (four of which were in the original
pilot) were selected through a competitive process to
receive funding to operate programs for one year. The-
se funds have now been spent and the Strengthening
Families Through Stronger Fathers Initiative no longer
funds employment-oriented programs.

In 2010 and 2011, the New York Legislature ex-
panded the authority of the family courts to refer un-
employed noncustodial parents to employment-
oriented programs at order establishment, order modi-
fication, and order enforcement hearings if an employ-
ment program is available, but no funding was includ-
ed to operate these programs.°

Employment-oriented programs that generate
such large benefits for disadvantaged fathers and their
children are uncommon. Given the success of this pro-
gram, funding this program makes sense. If it is con-
tinued, some of the nearly 300,000 noncustodial par-
ents in New York who have no or low reported earn-
ings and owe back support could find work and pay
their child support, benefiting them and their children.
Parents like Charley could get the break they need,
improving their employment situation and connecting
with their children.
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