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Abstract This introductory chapter provides the rationale for adopting an interdis-
ciplinary approach to study the implications of shared physical custody arrange-
ments for families and their members. The Chapter gives a rapid overview of the
current state of the literature on shared physical custody in the legal, sociological and
psychological literature and highlights the uncertainties and controversial aspects
still open to exploration in this field. It addresses the specific research needs in order
to move forward from the current situation, where evidence on shared physical
custody produce results that are scattered across disciplines and hard to compare
across contexts. It concludes by arguing that the complexity of shared physical
custody implications in terms of health, educational, relational and living standards
requires research from different disciplinary fields in order to agree on a compre-
hensive theoretical perspective, standardize definitions and collect longitudinal and
comparable data on the custody arrangements and their normative environments.
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1.1 An Interdisciplinary Approach to Shared Physical
Custody

Shared physical custody (SPC)1, the care arrangement in which a child lives from
30% to 70% of the time with each parent after their separation or divorce, has been
on the rise in most Western regions in the last two decades (Smyth 2017). Prevalence
and incidence of SPC vary substantively by context though. While the percentage of
SPC among divorced and separated parents grew from 12% to 50% between 1989
and 2010 in some contexts like in the US state of Wisconsin (Meyer et al. 2017), it
remains mostly a minority arrangement, ranging from 12% in the UK to 40% as in
Belgium and Quebec in 2017 (Steinbach et al. 2020).

The emergence of SPC can be related to increasing aspirations to gender equality
among parents, where mothers are increasingly active on the labour market and
engaged in demanding professional careers as well as wanting equality in housework
shares, while, at the same time, fathers want to care more for their children
(Goldscheider et al. 2015; Hook 2016; Westphal et al. 2014). The daily time that
both residential and non-residential fathers report to spend in childcare increased
substantially over the last decade (Klünder and Meier-Gräwe 2018; Schoppe-
Sullivan and Fagan 2020), indicating that many separated fathers increas-
ingly engage with their children. The introduction of more gender-neutral family
policies facilitating active fatherhood (e.g., longer parental and paternal leave
Thevenon 2011) contributed to this shift (Bartova and Keizer 2020).

In addition, shared physical custody is also seen as a way to counteract the
negative consequences of separation and divorce for children. Several social and
psychological studies addressing this issue have pointed out the multiple risks of
children when losing contact with one of their parents (in the large majority of cases
fathers). Economic and psychological hardships would threaten children’s adjust-
ment, their future development and life chances (Amato 2000, 2010; Amato and
Cheadle 2005; Härkönen et al. 2017).

Last, and relatedly to these societal developments and scientific evidence, the
exponential increase in SPC care arrangements depends on changes in the principles
guiding courts’ and judges’ decisions. These have shifted from an implicit prefer-
ence for mothers’ physical custody, to an encouragement to prefer shared physical
custody or to hold a presumption in its favor (Goubau 2009). Change started with
shared legal custody granting unmarried parents, as well as married ones, equal say
in important decisions concerning child development and living conditions (health,
education, residence and religion). The demand for shared physical custody was a
logical next step as the shared responsibility of legal custody would have to match
the parental experience of raising the children. Nowadays, legal custody is

1Such arrangement is also known as joint physical custody, shared parenting, shared (dual)
residence; or in French-speaking countries as résidence alternée (alternating residence). From
now on in this volume we define it as shared physical custody as this is the less ambivalent term
among such alternatives.



widespread but it is not always followed up by shared physical custody despite the
strong advocacy it has received.
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The key turning point in shared physical custody occurred when juridical guide-
lines for decisions regarding post separation custody arrangements began to be
constructed as if the “best interest of the child” was something different from the
interest of the child’s primary caregiver (the mother until then). The notion is tricky
though as the best interest of the child as an autonomous person seems to be at odds
with the fact that the child depends on at least one of its parents and the interest of
both parents may not overlap with the child’s interests. When parents disagree on
custody arrangements, judges often have to evaluate a complex set of factors in order
to identify the best interest of the child.

The societal and legal debate on the best interest of the child is often informed by
ideological positions (Kruk 2012). On the one hand, the need for the continuity of
the relationship with both parents has been contrasted to the idea that mothers are the
primary carers and therefore shall have priority in shared physical custody. On the
other hand, the issue of equal treatment among parents questions the moral basis on
which fathers are charged for financing children that they could visit and not live
with. Father’s movement have been vocal about more equality, to an extent the issue
has come to dominate both the legal and political landscape. Fathers’ rights groups
identified the fact of ensuring justice and equality between parents with the pre-
sumption of a post separation SPC, possibly a 50/50 one, unless the child’s
wellbeing suggested otherwise (Spruijt and Duindam 2002).

As a consequence, in the last few decades, maintaining the relationship with both
parents after the marital separation or divorce through co-parenting has evolved into
a political as much as an emotional debate (Harris-Short 2010). The idea is that both
parent-child relationships shall continue despite the fact that the conjugal relation-
ship has broken apart, replacing the non-substitutability of the mother as primary
carer. Debates are still hot on whether this is also the case for babies and toddlers, in
case of absent or conflictual communication among parents and in cases of severe
precarious living conditions. In addition, parents’ ability to establish cooperative
co-parenting after separation seems to clash, at least in the short term, with the fact
that they have put an end to their alliance as a couple. Newly published research
shows, for instance, that it is not SPC that may benefit adolescent children but rather
the family characteristics that led them to prefer such arrangements (Steinbach et al.
2020). As a matter of fact, empirical evidence is still to be solid and reliable, as often
based on heterogeneous studies involving selective populations of higher educated
and low-conflict parents or smaller scale studies, as we will discuss in the next
section.

And yet, when evaluating the reasons leading to prefer a care arrangement for
children or its consequences, we are immediately confronted with the complexity of
mechanisms at work. Reasons can be based on parents’ or judges’ belief that
continuity shall be privileged with the pre-separation care habits, or on the possibil-
ities of offering the child a better living standard, or, still, on the child preference for
spending more time in one household rather than the other (not changing the social
environment, not getting along with possible step parents and siblings etc.).
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Outcomes are also a multidimensional realm ranging from short term cognitive and
emotional health, physical health, economic and housing conditions, educational and
relational opportunities to longer term consequences including life course develop-
ment of children and their success in adult life. With such a complex picture,
defining what is in the child’s best interest seems to be a challenging task, where
priorities shall be established and shorter and longer outcomes weighed against each
other. A comprehensive theoretical perspective addressing the complexity of such
mechanisms is currently missing, contributing to a wealth of diverging empirical
results concerning determinants and consequences of SPC.
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In addition to the lack of clarity in whether SPC is desirable and under what
circumstances, there is also some fuzziness in the definition on what constitutes
enough custodial time so that it can be defined as “shared”. While 50% would
correspond to equal sharing, among professionals, policy makers and social scien-
tists the interpretation of the term “shared” converges on something in between the
time accorded for usual visiting rights to a non-residential parent (usually every two
weekends and half of school holidays) and the full custody. Mostly, in research and
practice, 30–50% of the time is considered sufficiently substantial to be SPC, with a
primary and a secondary carer when time is not exactly equal (Meyer et al. 2017).
The development over time of such percentage is unclear though. Couples may be
constantly re-evaluating and changing it or even suspending it for a period without
any chance for researchers to track such dynamics too closely.

Against this background of contradicting theoretical predictions, diverging empir-
ical evidence and lack of precise definitions of care arrangements forms of post
separation families involving children, this volume gives a multidisciplinary view of
SPC, hoping to contribute to a substantive and constructive research dialogue to
advance knowledge in this domain and offer a better guidance both for future research
and for legal and social policy professionals. Psychological adjustment and develop-
ment studies address the short and longer term risks for children and parents involved
in such arrangements. At the same time, sociological and demographic awareness
include attention to the heterogeneity of processes across social groups and gender. In
addition, shifting care arrangements are looked at in terms of changes for family
relationships but also, in the longer run, for family diversity and the distribution of
family forms in the society. The dynamics of obligations and interdependency of
individuals’ support beyond the nuclear family is affected by children’s care an
residential arrangements. Both legal and social policy scholarships have to be involved
in the definition of what the boundaries of the state intervention are in such dynamics.
Similarly, there is a need to clearly indicate the empirical basis and the guiding value
principles shaping such intervention.

1.2 Insights on Shared Physical Custody Outcomes

The field that covers the outcomes of shared physical custody is characterized by a
huge number of studies and an almost equal number of reviews summarizing these
studies. Some of these reviews focus on the outcomes for children (Baude et al.



2019; Braver and Votruba 2018), others take parents into account (Fransson et al.
2016). Some aim specifically at informing practice (e.g. the legal field: Nielsen
2015), while others only focus on empirical evidence (Nielsen 2018b; Steinbach
2019). And finally, meta-analyses (Baude et al. 2016; Bauserman 2012) are devel-
oped next to classic literature overviews (Nielsen 2014b). These meta-analyses are
important since they allow to compare the (often small) effect sizes. The analyses
also show the direction and size of the effects under study. The huge amount of
reviews shows that this is a controversial topic that raises great concerns (especially
concerning children) and touches basic societal processes like parenthood and basic
human attachment.
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In this introduction, we do not aim to give a review of all reviews. Nor do we want
to present a new all-encompassing literature review on the empirical evidence on
outcomes of shared physical custody. We rather aim to point at the research interests
that have been developed in this field to provide the reader with some directions
through the literature. As this book aims to give new insights in shared physical
custody from an interdisciplinary perspective, we will point to research interests
from psychology, demography, sociology and law research. The fields of psychol-
ogy and sociology have produced knowledge on the outcomes of SPC and the
potential gains and losses for both children and parents adopting this custody regime.
Demography adds a focus on gendered union and fertility dynamics that may derive
from different custodial practices (e.g. van der Wiel et al. 2020). Law research on the
other hand looks for ways to apply these results in legal procedures that mould the
outcomes in the best possible way. For more detailed overviews in these fields, we
refer to Chaps. 2, 3 and 4 where more elaborate disciplinary introductions are
provided.

The overall burning question in the literature is whether or not the outcomes for
children and parents are better when shared physical custody is chosen over single
physical custody. Multiple factors have been explored to study a wide variety of
possible outcomes. As we will discuss, parental education and income are the most
important factors identified in this field and wellbeing is the outcome that received
the most attention. Baude et al. (2016) and Nielsen (2018b) classify children’s
outcomes in five broad categories: (1) general adjustment or cognitive outcomes,
(2) emotional or psychological adjustment, (3) behavioural adjustment, (4) social
adjustment, and (5) family relations. In all these domains, results point to a general
tendency of positive outcomes on children in joint physical custody (except in
conflictual or violent situations which we will elaborate on later). Even though
effects are usually small, they point to a higher wellbeing of children in shared
care arrangements compared to sole physical custody. Mental health of children is
better (e.g. Bergström et al. 2014), stress measures turn out to be lower (e.g. Turunen
2017) and their self-esteem is higher (e.g. Bastaits and Mortelmans 2016). Also
behavioural and health components turn out to score better in shared physical
custody: risk behaviour is lower than children in sole physical custody
(e.g. Carlsund et al. 2012) and the children in joint physical custody tend to have
less health related problems (Fabricius and Luecken 2007).

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-68479-2_2
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-68479-2_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-68479-2_4
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When family relations are concerned, the focus lies exclusively on the bond with
the father as traditional custody arrangements entailed living with the mother and
visiting the father (e.g. once every two weeks). Shared physical custody almost
automatically implies an increased contact with the father (Bauserman 2012;
Cheadle et al. 2010; Westphal et al. 2014). This increased presence in the lives of
children also results in closer bonds between the father and his children (Spruijt et al.
2004). The higher contact intensity also leads to better wellbeing in children after
divorce (Bastaits and Pasteels 2019). But despite the positive outcomes in the
literature, Poortman (2018) warns for a selection effect as pre-divorce involvement
matters more to outcomes for children than the custody arrangement in itself.

Not only positive outcomes for children are found, also parents with a shared
custody arrangement show improved outcomes on many domains. In his meta
review, Bauserman (2012) reports lower levels of conflict both reported from the
fathers and the mothers side. Some studies on relitigation show that parents in SPC
less often return to court than other ex-partners even though some studies have found
no difference or opposite effects (Bauserman 2012). Also labour market related
factors turn out to be more favourable among parents in SPC compared to lone
parents (Bernardi and Mortelmans 2018). For mothers, SPC enables them to gain a
better access to the labour market and to focus on their career when their child
resides with the father (Kruyfhooft and Mortelmans 2011). Women no longer have
the full ‘second shift’ (Hochschild and Machung 1989) leaving room for leisure
time, repartnering and labour market choices (Sodermans et al. 2015; van der
Heijden et al. 2016).

Throughout these results, three main topics stand out as dividing the specialists
the most: the role of parental resources (education and income), the role of conflict
and the potential harm of SPC for young children. In the remainder of this book, the
reader will find many expressions of the dominance of these three leitmotivs. The
first controversy concerns parental resources. Studies have shown that parents in
joint physical custody turn out to be higher educated and have higher incomes
(Nielsen 2015; Steinbach 2019). Comparable to the classic observation of Goode
(1962, 1963) that divorce rates start with the avantgarde of the wealthy and the
higher educated, also SPC is selective in its parental demographic background.
Comparable to Goode, also SPC is also expected to become less selective when
more ex-couples prefer this care regime (Sodermans et al. 2013). Despite the
selection effect, income differences turn out to be more limited than expected and
even when controlling for education or income, SPC is systematically more bene-
ficial than sole custody (Nielsen 2018a).

For conflict, the general assumption is that the lack of destructive parental conflict
(Cummings and Davies 2010) is a crucial determinant in the success of SPC. The
first question again is whether or not there is a selection effect of lower conflict
families into SPC. The meta-analysis of Bauserman (2012) suggests that studies
more often report lower levels of conflict in SPC. These results are confirmed from
both the father’s and the mother’s side. But again, as SPC is rising among divorced
couples, the more important question is whether conflict is more detrimental for
children’s outcomes in high conflict SPC compared to good interparental contacts



among ex-spouses. Here, the evidence points to a rather limited effect of conflict on
children’s outcomes, contrary to general belief (Nielsen 2017).
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Nielsen (2018b) asserts that we need to take into account selectivity or at least try
to go beyond income and conflict to see whether the outcomes are really better in
SPC despite these two crucial factors. Garriga and Bernardi (2019) show that SPC
can translate in an additional source of inequality among children of non intact
families given that more disadvantaged children profit less of its benefits than
advantaged children, all other things equal. Other recent studies show that it is
much more important for children to have a good relationship with their parents
and have authoritative parents (Bastaits and Mortelmans 2016; Sobolewski and
Amato 2007). The selection effect is clear in countries that introduce increased
possibilities for SPC but as the phenomenon spread across society, the effect of
class is likely to wane.

The last domain of controversy concerns the appropriateness for SPC for very
young children (toddlers and babies). This domain is probably the most heavily
debated field in this literature leading to scientific woozles, i.e. the misrepresentation
and misuse of research by advocacy groups for their own political purposes (Nielsen
2014c). A first observation to be made is that the number of studies with babies or
toddlers is very limited (Nielsen 2014a). Second, specialists often refer to attachment
theory, or at least old concepts from attachment theory like monotrophy (attachment
related to a single caregiver) (Warshak 2018) to defend care regimes with one
dominant care giver. Time spent with a parent is taken as a main indicator for
attachment while social interaction and expression of affection and a parent’s
responsiveness are far more critical to a secure attachment of children (Main et al.
2011). This leads to a mother-centered perspective and prohibiting laws for (over-
night) stays at the father’s house (Lamb and Kelly 2001). Third, even though time
spent with parents is taken as the point of departure, overnights are considered as
more “salient” in the debate on negative consequences than the overall frequency of
stays. Also here, little or no empirical evidence exists for this claim (Warshak 2018).
In summary, at present studies showing negative effects of SPC on young children
are not only limited in number, they are often also handicapped in their methodo-
logical rigour as a control group is often absent. It strengthens advocates of SPC at
any age in their claim that there is no scientific proof that SPC would harm infants in
their development (Warshak 2018).

1.3 Research Needs

As our short overview of the literature has shown, many uncertainties and contro-
versies remain in this field. Psychologists and sociologists debate on consequences
of SPC, law researchers debate the best way to incorporate the best interest of the
child in custody laws incorporating the wishes of both parents. For future research, it
is clear that both new theoretical and empirical work is necessary. The confusion for
practitioners is great and courts decide in many directions on the lives of parents and



children. This volume aims to shed new insights from psychology, law and sociol-
ogy and collects the major new insights in the field.
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One issue that the volume cannot resolve is the lack of good and representative
data. In order to make progress in the field, new empirical research on nationally
representative data is crucial to gain nuanced insights in the outcomes for both
children and parents. Too often, the debate is on the border of an ideological fight
between advocates and contestants of SPC. Positive results from one review are
interpreted by the next review in an opposite way to prove the adversary effects of
SPC (Smyth cited in: Nielsen 2018b). Not seldomly, research is done on small
samples acquired with convenience sampling techniques.

Even though small scale studies (for an overview, see: Bauserman 2012) and
qualitative inquiry (e.g. Markham and Coleman 2012) contribute to new insights on
the processes and mechanisms involved in SPC arrangements, nationally represen-
tative surveys are necessary to obtain more reliable knowledge with valid conclu-
sions for subpopulations under study and practical recommendations to be applied
by field workers. Too often, small samples lead to insignificant or small effects sizes
jeopardizing firm conclusions. Fortunately, several nationally representative surveys
have already been used in the US (Stanford Custody Project –Maccoby et al. 1993),
Sweden (ULF – Survey on Swedish Living Conditions – Fransson et al. 2016),
Australia2 (HILDA, LSAC & LSSF – Cashmore et al. 2010), Belgium (DIF –

Divorce in Flanders – Bastaits and Mortelmans 2016), Switzerland (SHP – Swiss
Household Panel, this volume) and the Netherlands (NFN – New Families in the
Netherlands – van der Heijden et al. 2016).

Most studies are cross-sectional in design. Only some studies have a longitudinal
set-up and even then, it usually concerns a two-wave follow-up study (Guidubaldi
and Perry 1985; Solomon and George 1999). Except for the Australian panel studies
(see above), these longitudinal studies are also rather small in sample size. This lack
in longitudinal analyses is problematic as SPC is a highly dynamic process (Bastaits
et al. 2018). Throughout the life course of children not only the care regime change,
but also the outcomes of the custody arrangements are not stable. Custody arrange-
ments get adapted as children age or as parents ask courts to make adaptions. Also,
the arrival of new-borns in blended families can have an influence on the SPC of the
older children.

A quick gain in longitudinal analyses can be found in the use of register data (see
Claessens and Mortelmans, Chap. 7, in this volume). As fiscal data become increas-
ingly available, tax reductions for SPC arrangements lead to official identifications
of this care regime in governmental data. Being longitudinal by nature, register data
can provide us with large scale samples with a wide variety in family forms. It can
also take the linked lives of former partners into account and follow their life courses
as they unfold. Even though legal requirements on data linkage are challenging and
not all countries will allow to match data from population registers with fiscal

2HILDA – Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia; LSAC – Longitudinal Study of
Australian Children; LSSF – Longitudinal Study of Separated Parents.

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-68479-2_7


registers, exciting and complex life course research on SPC becomes possible in
some countries. As the advantages of large-scale longitudinal data without attrition
are clear, the registers do not have any subjective measures on parents or children.
Health outcomes might be measurable but other indicators like problematic child
behaviour, insecure attachment, or parenting styles lie beyond the scope of the
registers.
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A last empirical issue is the lack of comparable data to start comparative cross-
country analyses. To our knowledge, only one large scale comparative study on
37 Western countries has been done, using WHO data (Bjarnason and Arnarsson
2011). The main problem is the availability of indicators on the custody arrangement
of children in large, nationally representative (panel) surveys. A lot of classic
household surveys take “living under the same roof” as a holy principle for house-
hold composition. In such case, everybody in a household is assumed to live in it full
time. With more and more children living in two households, the classic household
grid needs adaptation to encompass new family forms in all its complexity. Register
data is also no solution for the lack of comparable studies as most of these registers
cannot be combined in pooled international databases due to privacy regulations of
most countries and the aforementioned difficulty in linking fiscal data with general
population registers. Also, outcome measures need more standardisation. Even
though several validated tests are used in several studies, there still is debate on
which boundaries to take to identify SPC (see elsewhere in this book) or which
indicators are the best to measure child and parental outcomes. We hope this book
will contribute in standardizing indicators to take the longitudinal and comparative
leap forward in the field of SPC.

1.4 Outline of the Book

Chapter 2, Thompson and Turunen is a much needed sociological and demographic
perspective on shared physical custody which complements perfectly the psycho-
logical and legal scholarships about such family arrangements. The authors make a
compelling analysis of the structural features that are specific of SPC families and
their implications for family relationships and family dynamics. One important
observation among others is that the nature of the relationship between (step)parents
and (step)children, (step)siblings and (step)grandparents requires more explicit
recognition than in intact families and solo families since each other’s agendas and
needs cross and shall be negotiated upon more frequently. Crucially related to these
aspects are the transformations in the gendered division of labour and the gendered
character of family life and the recursive positive loop between gender equity and
shared custody. Not only more gender equal couples are more likely to adopt SPC in
case of separation, but also children in alternate residence also means more gender
equal work, leisure and family trajectories after separation than parents with solo
custody. The chapter clearly shows how SPC has the potential to revolutionize the

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-68479-2_2


gender contract and concludes with a pledge to monitor the longer run implications
for the conceptualization and representations of family and gender at large.
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In Chapter 3, Emery presents an extensive overview of research from a psycho-
logical perspective. The chapter focuses on the wellbeing of children living in SPC.
A first part in the chapter deals with defining SPC and brings up the question of the
wide range of family forms in which children live after the break-up of their parents.
Defining SPC relies on determining a minimum amount of time that children spend
with their both parents. Emery puts this on at least 25% independent of how the days
and nights in a month are divided among the two parental homes. Whether equal
time sharing or specific schedules are more or less beneficial is currently unknown in
the literature. The second part of the chapter summarizes the insights from studies
that look at how children fare in SPC situations. Also here, Emery concludes that a
lot of work needs to be done. There is not enough evidence yet to determine the
benefit of SPC versus sole custody. Four factors appear to be of importance in the
outcomes for children: logistics, parental conflict, the age of the children and their
personality and mental health. The chapter concludes with a plea for larger, meth-
odologically sound studies to further develop our insights in the effects of SPC on
children’s wellbeing.

Building upon the work of the Commission on European Family Law (CEFL),
Boele-Woelki presents in Chapter 4 an overview of comparative legal work regard-
ing parental responsibilities. In total 39 principles regarding Parental Responsibili-
ties have been gathered by 26 legal experts. The definition of parental
responsibilities is a broad one encompassing both taking care of the child’s person
and its property. The parental duties stretch from the birth of a child to the child
reaching majority, without determining a fixed upper age limit. From the parent’s
perspective, not only the two biological parents are holders of the parental respon-
sibilities. Also other persons and public bodies can be attributed parental responsi-
bilities which could results in more than just two persons exercising these
responsibilities. The (romantic) relationship or (absence of) the legal bond between
the parents should have no influence in the joint execution of parental responsibil-
ities by both parents. Parents can make agreements on the shared exercise of the
responsibilities and in case of disagreement see an external authority decide about
them. In these cases, alternative conflict resolution procedures should be available to
parents in order to solve their disagreement. The CEFL principles are presented as a
frame of reference for national legislators.

Switzerland is seeing rapid changes in family life after divorce. For the first time,
Recksiedler and Bernardi present an insight in the distribution of SPC among Swiss
parents. A second focus in Chapter 5 concerns the correlates of having children in
SPC and the parent’s health. The share of SPC arrangements in Switzerland turned
out to be quite low (11%) and when looking at a 50-50 division, only 6.5% of all
post-divorce families share the children in an equal way. There was an overrepre-
sentation of higher educated parents and older children residing in the Swiss SPC
families. With respect to health, the authors report that custody arrangements are
neither associated with better physical health, nor with higher levels of emotional
wellbeing. Economic factors like labour market attachment and financial situation

https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-68479-2_3
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-68479-2_4
https://doi.org/10.1007/978-3-030-68479-2_5


turned out to be strong predictors of the parent’s health situation. For gender, a
surprising negative effect on SPC father’s health was observed. The conclusion
therefore leads to the observation that parents in SPC are neither healthier, nor
happier. The high labour market attachment and the lower educational level might
explain these results, as well as the overall burden of combining work and family life
among the Swiss forerunners in SPC.

1 Introduction: Advances in Research on Shared Physical Custody by. . . 11

Is the father-child relationship quality related to the living arrangement of the
children? That is the central research question in Chapter 6. Vrolijk and Keizer
consider self-selection as an important factor that drives previous results in this
domain. By controlling for interparental conflict before the divorce and SES, the
potential self-selecting influences on the linkage between living arrangement and the
quality of the father-child relationship are strongly reduced. As mediating factors,
the authors take father involvement and the co-parental relationship into account.
The results show that living in SPC indeed has a positive effect on the father-child
relationship (even though the amount of time is unrelated to this link). The effect was
mediated by parental involvement and (to a lesser degree) by the co-parental
relationship. The sex of the child also played a role in that the father-son relationship
was more easily influenced in SPC than the father-daughter one. The results are
strengthened by the fact that the Divorce in Flanders multi-actor data allowed to
perform the analyses both from the father’s and from the child’s perspective. The
two perspectives were not always in accordance with each other but the use of both
perspectives allowed to explore the complexity of the father-child relationship, and
its link with children’s living arrangements, to a greater extent.

Chapter 7, by Claessens and Mortelmans taps into pre- and post-separation life
courses of men and women formerly living as a nuclear family with common
children and specifically focuses on three postseparation dynamics affecting changes
in the type of children’s custody arrangements: financial position, labour force
participation and repartnering. One of the most interesting gendered effects is that
produced by union dynamics on custody choices. While repartnering fathers tend to
drop out of SPC, repartnering mothers join in the SPC group. While apparently
different, these are movements of the same kind because for both men and women
repartnering translates in less time with their own biological children, fathers
because the shift from SPC to sparser visiting rights and mothers because they
move out of lone parenthood and sole custody towards SPC. The authors optimis-
tically conclude that their results show some evidence of a ideational shift towards
more egalitarian parenting preferences given that higher income from men and
higher labour force participation for women, indicator of higher bargaining power,
are not any longer predictive of higher shares of custody but rather of SPC.

Merla, Dedonder, Nobels and Murru in Chapter 8 address the underexplored
question of the sense of home for children experiencing shared custody arrange-
ments. Post-divorce arrangements where children alternate between two distinct
family dwellings challenge the nuclear family ideal of home and raise questions
about whether the sense of belonging and identity of such children is challenged by
such complex family configurations. The authors discuss the theoretical impetus
underlying such question and develop a parsimonious survey instrument, The Sense
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of Home Instrument (SOHI), to capture material and behavioural-relational dimen-
sions of children’ sense of home, by measuring the level of material comfort, the
quality of parent-child relations, the level of conflict between ex-partners, and the
continuity of communication across households. On the basis of survey data from
Belgium, they then illustrate its validity and propose it as a useful tool to test new
hypotheses on the consequences of divorce and separation for children.
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The socioeconomic gradient in SPC arrangements is the focus of Chapter 9. The
chapter uses two repeated cross section datasets from the Spanish and the Swedish
Health Behavior of School Children (HBSC) by the World Health Organisation. The
paper compares the changes in socioeconomic gradient of SPC over time and across
welfare states. Garriga, Bernardi and Turunen test two competing hypotheses. First,
the diffusion hypothesis that states that SPC will spread among all social strata given
the changes in family law incrementally favouring the view that SPC is the preferred
arrangement for children to grow up after parental separation. Second, the diverging
destinies hypothesis that states that union dissolutions are increasingly socially
stratified, with higher strata separating to a lesser degree than lower classes. Since
SPC arrangements are more expensive than sole custody, such social difference in
the likelihood to separate might make SPC even more selective among higher social
classes who can afford it. The authors test both hypotheses while considering also
the difference between former cohabiters versus married couples as well as the
influence of the welfare state in Spain and in Sweden. The results show that the
diffusion hypothesis seems to correspond to the Spanish trends in SPC while in
Sweden is rather the diverging destinies hypothesis, with little or no diffusion across
social strata across time, that is closer to the data. The authors conclude that the role
of legal institutions regulating SPC might have been so far underestimated in social
research.

In Chapter 10, by Poortman the main focus is on the role of the interplay between
geographical distance between parents’ home, the frequency of home-commuting
and the parent child contact on a variety of children outcomes: psychological
wellbeing, social integration and educational performance. Drawing on the original
Dutch data from the New Families in the Netherlands Survey, the author finds
differential effects of the interaction of various aspects of post separation arrange-
ments not only depending of the outcome but also on the kind of interaction between
such aspects. For instance, a frequent parent child contact (either because of SPC or
because of frequent father visitations) improve the psychological wellbeing of
children only in cases in which the commuting time and frequency between parents’
home is lower, calling for a more nuanced understanding of what arrangements are
more or less disruptive for children of separation and divorce. Shared physical
custody and frequent commutes may be positive for children if parents live suffi-
ciently close to each other.

The contribution by Hachet, in Chapter 11 analyses the negotiation process
leading to shared physical custody arrangements in France around the 2002 law
that begins to regulate SPC in the country. Making use of the exceptional data of the
French National Funds for Family Allowances data, he shows that the large majority
of couples separating agree on SPC and do not need any external intervention while
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in one third of the cases either SPC issues from a court decision or it is the result of a
mediation operated by third parties like the children themselves, the judges or the
family mediators. The qualitative analyses of 55 in-depth interviews of parents who
equally share their children’s custody result in a fine picture of who, for what reasons
request shared physical custody in cases of disagreement and under which condi-
tions. Even more interestingly, the Chapter discusses the majority of “obvious
agreements”, which seem to be related to the history of the relationship (e.g the
pre-separation division of tasks within the couple) and of its breakup (e.g. having
initiated separation makes the responsible partner more vulnerable and likely to
accept the other’s requests).
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Chapter 12 by Darwiche, Eira Nunes, El Ghaziri, Imesch and Bessero is based on
a developmental psychological approach to co-parenting. If coparenting is under-
stood as the way in which parents support and undermines each other in relation to
their parental duties, shared physical custody gives parents an opportunity to
coparent their children after parental separation. In a first part of the Chapter, the
authors identify a limited number of intervention programs that explicitly include
SPC either as topic of discussion during the treatment or as an outcome of it. The
second part of the Chapter illustrates, through a Swiss case study, the way in which
SPC emerges during a therapy of a separating couple. The clinical case analysis
shows that severe personal distress and acute suffering of the separating parents can
coexist with effective coparenting. The authors conclude with a strong practice-
oriented message in favour for more training of professional family therapists in
matters related to legal decisions and child custody arrangements and for more
concerted action between married and divorced couples therapists. Such suggestions
seem crucial to support parents in raising their children in the contemporary context
of complexification and fluidity of family arrangements.

Chapter 13, Walper, Entleitner-Phleps and Langmeyer aims at defining the
prevalence and predictors of SPC in Germany, where this living arrangement is
still “a rare exception” (5% in 50–50% arrangements and 10% in 30–70% arrange-
ments), suggesting once more that a gendered division of labour within couple time
has consequences for children custody after separation and divorce. Regression
analyses on cross-sectional data indicate that mother’s higher education and employ-
ment status as well as parents’ short residential distance and good cooperation
associate strongly with SPC when compared to sole custody. Less intuitively the
level of conflict among SPC parents seems to be higher, which the authors explain by
the need for more frequent interaction or by the fact that anticipating conflict on other
issues these parents try to minimize by having an equal share of time with the
children. The chapter ends with a call for more systematic longitudinal data collec-
tion on changing families arrangements.

In Chapter 14, Hakovirta and Skinner address the adaptation of child mainte-
nance policies to the diffusion of SPC in an international comparative perspective.
Adopting the model family approach, the study draws on original vignette data
collected from topic experts in thirteen countries in 2017. The experts had to
calculate the child maintenance due by parents depending on whether they have a
50% SPC arrangements versus a situation in which one parent has usual visiting
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rights and the other sole custody. Despite that countries vary according to what is the
locus of formal decision about child maintenance (an administrative agency, the
court, or an hybrid form of the two), no relation was found between such differences
and the differences in maintenance under similar custody conditions. The result of
this fine-grained comparison shows that there is no international standard practice in
dealing with SPC maintenance policies, with most countries providing a partial
reduction in the amount child maintenance if custody is shared equally, one third
requiring no obligation to maintenance even in case of different parental incomes,
and only two countries not offering any reduction of maintenance duties despite
equal custody time. The study reveals the need for further collaborative investiga-
tions on the matter implying sociologists, public policy and legal scholars and well
as professionals.
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