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Overview

In this study, we explored pandemic-related difficulties among 
vulnerable fathers in Milwaukee, including: 

– new or heightened financial challenges

– parenting challenges

– challenges accessing needed services
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Background

• Disproportionate impact of the pandemic on Milwaukee
– Specifically, among Black communities in the city

• Low-income and noncustodial fathers faced exceptional challenges 
during the pandemic

Bemanian et al., 2020; Harris 2020; Iztayeva, 2021; 
Muñoz-Price et al., 2020; Peltz et al., 2021
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Methods

• Survey – Assess changes in fathers’ economic circumstances and social 
conditions during the pandemic and factors associated with pandemic-
incurred changes 

• Focus groups – Gain deeper insight into fathers’ experiences during the 
pandemic, including experiences related to work, parenting, health, and 
relationships
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Participants
• Recruitment through the Milwaukee 

Fatherhood Initiative and its partner 
organizations

– 79 survey participants, 38 focus group participants

• Majority identified as Black 
– Most reported highest educational attainment as 

Some college or less
– About 66% of fathers had children living outside of 

their household

• Income distribution for focus group sample:
(Note: 10.5% did not provide household income data)
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Household Income: Focus Group

<$25,000

$25,000 –
$49,999

15.8%

$50,000 –
$99,999

>$100,000

31.6%

15.8%

26.3%

https://city.milwaukee.gov/Office-of-African-American-Affairs/Milwaukee-Fatherhood-Initiative


Survey Results
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Pandemic-incurred Changes

During the pandemic, participants reported a mix of 
stability and change in: 

- Employment

- Income

- Child support orders

- Past-due child support

- Access to child support agencies and family courts 
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Financial Stressors
• Employment: 

~ 22% of the sample reported being laid off or decrease in work 
~ 54% reported no changes to employment
~ 22% reported an increase in hours or starting new employment

• Reduced access to child support agencies and family courts reported by 19–
24% of respondents

• Most respondents reported no change in ability to pay child support, ability to 
pay rent, or healthcare coverage
…but many did report heightened financial stressors of various kinds.
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Relationship Stressors
• Participant ratings of father-child and co-

parent relationship quality before and since 
the pandemic were relatively stable.

• Fathers noted significant increases in time 
spent with children and time spent on 
childcare. 

• Fathers reported considerable disagreement 
with their child(ren)’s mother(s) over best 
practices related to COVID-19 and health.
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Changes in Time Spent with Children

• Fathers with children living in 
another household more likely to 
report having less time with their 
child during the COVID-19 
pandemic

• Fathers whose youngest child was 
between 0–5 years old more likely 
to report having more time with 
their child
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Changes in Income

• Educational attainment was associated with pandemic impact on income
– Over half of fathers with a 4-year degree or higher reported no change in income 

– Nearly half of fathers without a completed college degree reported decreases in 
income. 

• Changes in income also impacted fathers’ ability to pay child support. 
– Most fathers reported no change in ability to pay child support

– Fathers with decreased incomes did report more difficulty paying child support
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Focus Group Results
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Pandemic Devastation
Most participants experienced devastating losses 
resulting from the pandemic, including deaths of 
family and friends from COVID, and the toll of the 
pandemic on mental health and well-being

My grandmother never left home [during the 
pandemic], her great grandkids gave it [COVID] to her. 
I lost my best friend at 35 years, he’s gone, he was 
gone in a week. Grandma lived a month. One of my 
uncles, he lived a month, my other uncle lived a week.
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Pandemic Impacts: 
Finances and Employment

Participants’ experiences related to finances and employment during the 
pandemic were strikingly varied. Two consistent findings:

• The pandemic incurred heightened financial stress for fathers, regardless of financial 
stability.

• Many fathers adjusted their work lives in response to school and daycare closures. 

My mother got affected by the pandemic as well where she lost just about 
everything… Even though she lost her job, I still had mine and when she got to the 
point where she lost everything, I made sure she had a place to stay and 
everything, like I paid the rent, security deposit,…
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Pandemic Impacts: 
Parenting and Co-Parenting

Striking variations in parenting and co-parenting experiences during the 
pandemic. Some noncustodial fathers reporting increased time and closeness 
with children and strengthened co-parenting during the pandemic; others 
reporting reduced contact with children and increased conflict with custodial 
parents. 

Before COVID I had more access… like I could pick them up from school, I can take them to 
school… And the number one reason for them leaving [during the pandemic] was like I said, you 
know, losing her job they didn’t have a place to stay, so it was like well we gonna go wherever we 
can live at... That decision impacted my access to my kids, the co-parenting kind of almost 
disappeared...

I mean to be honest, some of the, uh, the best times that we’ve had, in terms of working together 
with him, … [have been] during this pandemic. And so if anything happens at her house, um, she’s 
been pretty good at communicating that, and he’s just stayed here. Um, and vice versa.
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Experiences with Child Support Payments, 
Child Support Agencies, and Family Courts

Most participants reported little change in their 
experiences paying child support and their perception of 
child support services due to the COVID-19 pandemic. 
Most participants did not have or perceive a need for 
any engagement with child support agencies or family 
courts during the pandemic, but among those who did, 
fathers described reduced access. 

[Family court] was closed for a long time… [and then] 
everything was virtual… As far as I know, I didn’t know if you 
can go down there and even, you know, if they’re caught up 
enough to even give a new court date.
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Discussion and Implications
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Policy and Practice Implications
1. Consider temporary order changes for temporary changes in circumstance, as when 

noncustodial parents substantially reduced work hours to be available to children during 
periods of school and daycare closure.

2. Provide (or increase) training for child support professionals on the range of pandemic-
incurred changes to fathers’ parenting engagement and financial circumstances.

3. Recognize differential impacts of the pandemic on particular groups of fathers; and need for 
policies and services that are responsive to these distinctions. 

4. Identify outreach strategies to (re-)engage fathers who experienced difficulties and delays in 
their efforts to access child support services during the pandemic.

5. Establish or deepen connections between local child support agencies and community 
organizations serving fathers to help connect fathers to resources.

18



Research Implications

• Explore the experiences and intervention needs of a 
broader cross-section of fathers in Wisconsin.

• Investigate how noncustodial fathers and custodial 
mothers who experienced improved communication 
and reduced conflict during the pandemic achieved this 
result and how these achievements can be maintained

• Investigate how noncustodial and custodial parents 
who experienced deterioration in their relationships 
can be supported to restore and strengthen their 
relationships
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Thank you!

Thank you to the Wisconsin Department of Children and Families 
for funding this study via The Child Support Research Agreement. 

Thank you to our community partner,
The Milwaukee Fatherhood Initiative. 

Contact: Tova Walsh
tbwalsh@wisc.edu

20



References
Andersson, G., Thomson, E., & Duntava, A. (2017). Life-table representations of family dynamics in the 21st century. Demographic Research, 37, 

1081–1230.
Bemanian, A., Ahn, K. W., O’Brien, M., Rausch, D. J., Weston, B., & Beyer, K. M. (2020, June). Investigating the Trajectory of the COVID-19 Outbreak 

in Milwaukee County and Projected Effects of Relaxed Distancing. Wisconsin Medical Journal, 119(2), 84–90.
Cooper, S.M., Thomas, A., & Bamishigbin, O. (2021). Black American Fathers Employed in Higher-Risk Contexts for Contracting COVID-19: 

Implications for Individual Wellbeing and Work-Family Spillover. American Journal of Men’s Health, 15(2): 15579883211005617.
Harris, J. E. (2020). COVID-19, bar crowding, and the Wisconsin Supreme Court: A non-linear tale of two counties. Research in International Business 

and Finance, 54, 101310.
Iztayeva, A. (2021). Custodial Single Fathers before and during the COVID-19 Crisis: Work, Care, and Well-Being. Social Sciences, 10, 94.
Levine, M.V. (2020). The State of Black Milwaukee in National Perspective: Racial Inequality in the Nation’s 50 Largest Metropolitan Areas. Center 

for Economic Development Publications, 56. https://dc.uwm.edu/ced_pubs/56.
Muñoz-Price, L. S., Nattinger, A. B., Rivera, F., Hanson, R., Gmehlin, C. G., Perez, A., Singh, S., Buchan, B. W., Ledeboer, N. A., & Pezzin, L. E. (2020). 

Racial Disparities in Incidence and Outcomes Among Patients With COVID-19. JAMA Network Open, 3(9), e2021892.
Peltz, J. S., Crasta, D., Daks, J. S., & Rogge, R. D. (2021). Shocks to the system: The influence of COVID-19–related stressors on coparental and 

family functioning. Developmental Psychology, 57(10), 1693–1707.
Prime, H., Wade, M., & Browne, D.T. (2020). Risk and resilience in family well-being during the COVID-19 pandemic. American Psychologist, 75(5), 

631–643.
Van Dorn, A., Cooney, R.E., & Sabin, M.L. (2020). COVID-19 exacerbating inequalities in the US. Lancet, 395(10232), 1243–1244.

21


	COVID-19 and Low-Income Noncustodial Fathers
	Overview
	Background
	Methods
	Participants
	Slide Number 6
	Pandemic-incurred Changes
	Financial Stressors
	Relationship Stressors
	Changes in Time Spent with Children
	Changes in Income
	Slide Number 12
	Pandemic Devastation
	Pandemic Impacts: �Finances and Employment
	Pandemic Impacts: �Parenting and Co-Parenting
	Experiences with Child Support Payments, Child Support Agencies, and Family Courts
	Slide Number 17
	Policy and Practice Implications
	Research Implications
	Thank you!
	References


<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /None
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Error
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.4
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /CMYK
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType false
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness true
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
    /CambriaMath
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages true
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages true
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages true
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages true
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages true
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Bicubic
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages true
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile ()
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier ()
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName ()
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065876863900275284e8e9ad88d2891cf76845370524d53705237300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef69069752865bc9ad854c18cea76845370524d5370523786557406300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV (Za stvaranje Adobe PDF dokumenata najpogodnijih za visokokvalitetni ispis prije tiskanja koristite ove postavke.  Stvoreni PDF dokumenti mogu se otvoriti Acrobat i Adobe Reader 5.0 i kasnijim verzijama.)
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <FEFF9ad854c18cea306a30d730ea30d730ec30b951fa529b7528002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020658766f8306e4f5c6210306b4f7f75283057307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a30674f5c62103055308c305f0020005000440046002030d530a130a430eb306f3001004100630072006f0062006100740020304a30883073002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee5964d3067958b304f30533068304c3067304d307e305930023053306e8a2d5b9a306b306f30d530a930f330c8306e57cb30818fbc307f304c5fc59808306730593002>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020ace0d488c9c80020c2dcd5d80020c778c1c4c5d00020ac00c7a50020c801d569d55c002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken die zijn geoptimaliseerd voor prepress-afdrukken van hoge kwaliteit. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents best suited for high-quality prepress printing.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /ConvertColors /ConvertToCMYK
      /DestinationProfileName ()
      /DestinationProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure false
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles false
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /DocumentCMYK
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /UseDocumentProfile
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


