iy -—-p.

Lons "[CK)
Amer. J. Orthopsychiat. 4%(2), April 1979
o/ <55 -

e,

’Qam’)lr&f 39

SHARED PARENTING AFTER SEPARATION AND DIVORCE:
A Study of Joint Custody

Alice Abarbanel, Ph.D.

Intensive case studies of four families in which divorced parents have main-
tained joint custody of their children suggest that this arrangement works
well under certain conditions. Components of a successful joint custody
arrangement are considered, limitations are discussed, and support is urged
for divorcing parents interested in establishing join- custody.

Due to the changes in parenting pat-
terns following a divorce, and be-
cause of the question of the children’s
best interests after a divorce, joint cus-
tody of children has emerged as a major
topic of concern for legal and mental
health professionals. There are no pub-
lished figures on the current prevalence
of joint custody. While joint custody is
still relatively uncommon among cus-
tody arrangements approved by the
courts, some unpublished figures indi-
cate that legally granted joint custody
has been increasing since 1968.* More
important, there are indications that

shared parenting after separation and .

divorce is being considercd by a grow-
ing number of divorcing parents.

®* Data from divorce study conducted by L.
Weizman at the Center for Law and Society,
Berkeley, Calif. There are many people who
carry out some form of joint custody even if the
courts will not legally decree this arrangement.

This article presents the results of an
intensive case study of four joint cus-
tody families.! These are families in
which the children live in two homes,
in which neither parent is considered
the “wvisitor,” and in which both par-
ents actively continue to share parent-
ing responsibilities after they have sepa-
rated This study is interested in
examining the experience and impact
of living in a joint custody situation;
hence the precise legal arrangement is
not a variable.

The study examines the criticisms of
joint custody that claim the children
are forced to live in two discontinuous
environments and are thereby unsettled
and prevented from forming a relation-
ship with a psychological parent. (Ac-
cording to Beyond the Best Interests of
the Child,® one of the major sources of
criticism of joint custody, a biological

A revised version of a paper presented at the 1978 annual meeting of the American Orthopsy-
chiatric Association, in San Francisco. The cuthor is a dinical psychologist in Berkeley, Calif.
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parent becomes a psychological one
only from ‘‘day-to-day interaction, com-
panionship, and shared experiences.”)
After a brief overview of current di-
vorce research, this paper will look at
the children’s experience, evaluate some
assumptions regarding the impact of
joint custody, and speculate about cri-
teria that can make joint custody a
useful alternative.

DIVORCE RESEARCH

What constitutes the children’s best
interests after a divorce is a controver-
sial legal and clinical question. Most
opinions in the legal and mental health
literature about healthy custody ar-
rangements are just that—opinions.
There has been no systematic research
* on the implications for children’s lives
of the various custody and visitation
possibilities.

Research in the 1950s and 1960s
tended to see divorce as a single
event that produces lasting personality
changes in the offspring. Current re-
search focuses on the divorce process
over time, and distinguishes between
the event of separation and the ex-
tended process of adjustment to it
Moreover, recent research emphasizes
that the children’s adjustment depends
on a configuration of factors, including
their sex and age at the time of separa-
tion, the preseparation family life, and
the post-divorce adjustment of their
parents. Finally, most contemporary
clinicians and researchers focus on the
impact of divorce on the individual
family member rather than investigat-
ing—within a systems framework—the
impact of each person’s adjustment on
the whole family. Divorce alters family
relationships; it does not end them.

Only in the past few years has there
been systematic research on nonclinical
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populations of divorcing families.® ¢ &
Generally, these studies report that pa-
rental separation and the transition to
a single-parent family severely affect the
children—with the age of the child de-
termining the nature of the impact.

Two major factors that conuribute to

the quality of the impact of divorce on

children are: 1) the children inevitably

lose one parent, usuzlly the father; and
2) the wife is “shut in with the children
and the husband shut out.” 3

All the studies point out that di-
vorced mothers feel overburdened with
solo parenting responsibilities and that
fathers experience an enduring sense of
loss. Many fathers distance themselves
from their children to avoid this feel-
ing; some wage custody battles or find
other hurtful ways to regain some sense

of connection and control. Children as
well as parents suffer greatly from this
post-divorce family arrangement—a sys-
tem that is reinforced by both custom
and the adversary legal process.

Studies of divorce agree that children
do well when both their parents are in-
volved with them, and when there is
minimal conflict between the parents
and maximal agreement about child-
rearing. When the custodial parent feels
supported by the noncustodial parent,
the children benefit.

In The Disposable Parent, a book that
argues for the presumption of joint cus-
tody, Roman and Haddad ® concluded:
Unfortunately, most researchers do not take
into account the role of the present arrange-
ments in producing the currently negative im-
pact of divorce. (p. 73)

Perhaps, as Roman and Haddad sug-
gested, many of the effects of divorce
on children are a result of the way cus-
tody arrangements are traditionally
practiced, and are not inherent in the
divorcing process. When reflecting on
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the research evidence of the effects of
divorce on families, it is clearly incum-
bent upon us to explore and design
nontraditional custodial alternatives
that may improve the possibility of
creating an organized, stable, and nur-
turant post-divorce family life.

A CASE STUDY OF
FOUR JOINTCUSTODY FAMILIES

Design and Method

Because there was no research on
joint custody families, and because of
the controversy about the effects of this
arrangement, an intensive case study
approach was chosen. This approach
provides a data base from which to
generate hypotheses for research with
larger samples.

For this study, families were defined
as joint-custody families if the children
or the other no longer than two weeks
at a time, and the parental division of
child-care responsibility ranged from
50/50 to 67/33. (Two families had a
one week/one week arrangement; one

JOINT CUSTODY

had a four day/three day arrangement;
and one had a nine day/five day
schedule.)

The four families were chosen with
respect to three major characteristics—
length of parental separition, age of
children, and the above rxiteria for
joint custody. Research evidence sug.
lived in both parents’ homes and if the
parents shared major decision-making
authority with reference to their chil-
dren. Children lived with one parent
gests that the post-divorce adjustment
process takes about two years, with the
one-year mark being the point of high-
est stress; thus, two joint-custody fami-
lies were located for the study who had
been separated approximately one year
and two who had been separated at
least two years. Children were at least
four years old, old enough to “speak
for themselves.” The sample was con-
trolled for race and class—all four
families are white and middle-class.

Parents and children were inter-
viewed separately. (See Ta®LEs | and 2
for descriptive information about the

Toble |
DEMOGRAPHIC DATA
LIVING FAMRY INCOME CUARENTs
NAME AGEs EDUCATION RELIGION  ARRANGEMENT»  OCCUPATION PRESEFARATION INCOME
Poter Johmon 3 t yoar college  None Alone Corpentes $H000- 42 308 $7.500-10.000
Lowre Johnsor 3 A Nene Alane Codiracter SO 11,500 7.$00--10.000
wf eamomunivy
avgamastion
hesk Serayan 3 BA. plus Atheist Alone Printor, wue- .00 12,900 7.$00-10,000
graduste wert rantly waom.
ployed
Nancy Sereyen % A Noae With Beion for Secvotery 1000012540 4,000-7.00
§ months
Michells Evam n M.A. Nene Just moved in Child dovelop- 12505-30.000  Fluchotes
with Seb ond his ment consultant, between
daughter Losh currently 4,000-19.000
uweemployed
Jofirey boem n Low degree Nene Alone Atornay 2,800~20.000 Over 20,000
Ellen Schiff 2 2 yoan Jowith in house with Medis worter 7.500-10,000 4,000-7.500
colloge other aduity
Michoo! Schiff 34 B.A pln Jowish Alons Seat wesver 7.500--10,000 4,000-7.500
greduste work

S in Nevember 1976.
B Al parents also live with their children.
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families.) These in-depth clinical inter-
views with each family member were
followed by a home visit and meal—
with children present—in each of the
eight parental homes, and by interviews
with the children’s teachers. The inter-
view material was supplemented with
questionnaire data about parental
values and perceived sense of influence,
the Bem Sex-Role Inventory, and with
informal observation.

The Children’s Experience:
Evaluation of Assumptions

At the time of the study the children
appeared generally ‘“well-adjusted,”
with no severe behavioral problems re-
ported or observed. Overall, they re-
sponded appropriately to their parents’
separation; they were upset and ex-
pressed anger and sadness. Yet, as time
passed, the children experienced re-
newed ability to function. Their teach-
ers all reported normal to excellent
school adjustment, after an initial pe-
riod of some stress.

All the children reported that they
lived in two homes and that they felt
“at home” in both. The one adolescent
in the study disliked moving back and
forth, but definitely felt that he had a
place in both households. The younger
children, like most children of divorce,
expressed a wish that their parents
reconcile, yet all of them knew they
could not make this happen. Except for
the one child whose parents were not
sure they would remain separated, all
the others seemed convinced that their
parents would not get back together.
None of the children seemed to experi-
ence the severe loss of one parent re-
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ported in traditional custodial arrange-
ments, yet all missed “the other parent”
(i.e., the one they were not with at the
moment).

For two of the three “only children,”
aged four and five, joint custody was
accepted simply” as their way of life.
Both children have been actively cared
for by both parents, before and after
the separation (in each case when the
child was three). The third child, who
was eight years old, did not see her life
as “how life is.” Her parents separated
when she was six, and she remains
strongly attached to both. She has
gradually resigned herself to her par-
ents’ separation and, in spite of logisti-
cal difficulties, understands that the
joint custody arrangement allows her
to live with them both.

The three Saroyan ¢ children all ex-
pressed some distress about their par-
ents’ separation. In this family it is
difficult, however, to distinguish the
impact of joint cusiody from the fol-
lowing factors: there are three children,
rather than one; preseparation family
life was chaotic; the mother has been
living with a new partner for five
months; and one child has always been
a “difficule” child. Whereas the younger
children are 2t home in both houses,
Kevin, their adolescent brother, is an-
grily critical of the impact of his par
ents’ separation on his life. For him,

moving back and forth between two
homes is compromising, both in terms
of negotiating peer relationships and in
terms of his struggle to gain autonomy
and control over his own life. As the
agreed that Kevin could have one pri-
mary home base with open and fre.
quent access to his other parent.

* Names of all family members referred to in

this paper are pscudonyms.
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Table 2
MARITAL HISTORY
NUMBER OF YEARS CHILDREN
IN RELA. SEPA. DATE CURRENT

NAME TIONSHIP  MARRIED RATEDs NAMES OF BIRTH AGEs
Poter & Laura 10l "4 i Aaron /12 4%
Johnson :
fzask & Nancy® 7 [ ! Kovin 3/63 1214
Saroyen Valerie Y24 5%

Jordan 8$/72 4l
Michelle & " 7/ Gloris 10/t 8
Joffrey Evans
Ellen & Michael 9 7 Annie 5/68 LAY
Schiff

8 As of November 1976.
b Nancy's first marrisge lasted & yeers.

A common assumption about joint
study ended Kevin and his parents
custody is that two different and dis-
crete home environments cause an in-
stability and lack of continuity in chil-
dren’s lives. This study suggests that
preadolescent children tend to do well
when the discrepancy between the two
homes is minimal, and when the shift-
ing is accomplished with parental co-
operation and predictability. When the
two environments are, in fact, dissimi-
lar, children will do better when their
parents openly acknowledge their dif-
ferences and share information about
the children.

In all four families there was coop-
eration and “routine” in handling the
shifts from home to home. Schedules
were fixed, regular, and predictable, yet
flexible enough to accommodate vaca-
tions or sickness. These schedules and
the rituals and arrangements of the
transition from home to home have

- evolved over time since the separation,

changing as the needs of all family
members changed. Each family had an

organized and stable way of living with
the necessary custodial transitions.

Each set of parents in the study
agreed on child-rearing values and
priorities, and provided an accepting
and loving environment for their chil-
dren. However, within each couple,
personalities, life-styles, and manmer of
carrying out parental tasks did differ.
There is no question that the children
in each family enter a different world
each time they move from one parent’s
household to the other’s.

In two of the homes the discrepancy
was minor. The mother's and father's
parental styles, as well as their use of
their parenting time, differed but did
not diverge widely. Their children
had similar routines in both parental
homes.

Although the other two couples gen-
erally agreed about areas of parenting
influence and goals of child-rearing
there was a greater environmental dis-
crepancy between the mother's and the
father’'s homes. The strongly contrast-
ing personality and living styles of the
Saroyans caused their two younger chil-

-
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dren some initial difficulty adjusting to
their weekly routine. On the other
hand, their 12-year-old son said that liv-
ing in two homes caused him more
stress than the fact that his parents were
so different. Still, a comparison of the
Saroyans' lives before and after separa-
tion sugges:s that, for them at least, it
is better to have the parents’ differences
clear and demarcated in separate house-
holds than the cause of chaos and con-
flict under one roof.

The differences between the house-
holds and personalities of Michael and
Ellen Schiff were also dramatic. The
parents were painfully aware of their
differences. They had “agreed to dis-
agree,” and they attempted to bridge
the gap by communicating as fully as
possible about their daughter Annie.
Annie seemed to accept her situation,
although with some discomfort, and
did not substantially change her inter-
ests, personality, or behavior as she
moved from home to home.

It is a striking statement of adapta-
tion that in the two families with the
most discrepant environments, each
parent made special efforts to inform
the other about their children’s lives,
and thus in some way to create a kind
of extended family. In these two fami-
lies, the children kept in touch with the
“oft-duty” parent while at the other
parent’s house. Also, in each instance,
although the two parental households
are separate and quite different from
each other, each household has a con-
sistency and continuity of its own and
each welcomes the child to his or her
place in that household. As Michael
Schiff commented:

Annie doesn’t go to a brand new environment
one week and a brand new environment an-
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other week. It's not like new, new, new. Its
like A, B, A, B, A, B. She’s got two consistent
homes.

Another common assumption about
children of divorce is that they have to
lose one psychological parent. This is
not true for the children in this study.
Rather, each of them has two psycho-
logical parents. Each child lives in two
homes. Each parent leads a normal
family life when the children are pres-
ent in her or his home. The children
experience each parent in daily rou-
tines and limit-setting activities, as well
as in vacation and at play.

All the children in the study have a
realistically “mixed experience,” living
alternately with both their parents.
This creates for them an environment
in which they can experience the am-
bivalence toward each parent that is a
prerequisite for healthy development.
None of the parents in the study played
into the potential of the children to
split their perceptions of their parents
by making one parent all “good” and
one parent all “bad.” (This splitting
is often reported to be an inevitable
consequence of divorce.) Rather, these
parents actively encouraged the chil-
dren to have a realistic relationship
with both psychological parents, ex-
pressing both loving and hostile feel-
ings with the parent in question.

WHAT MARES JOINT CUSTODY WORK?

Joint custody appears to be working
effectively in the four families in the
study. Four major factors have con-
tributed to its success: commitment to
the arrangement; the parents’ mutual
support; flexible sharing of responsibil-
ity; and agreement on the implicit rules
of the system.
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Commitment. The parents were all
committed to joint custody. Every par-
ent had considered the drawbacks to
the arrangement, but believed that
other alternatives would cause more
problems and a greater sense of sever.
ance and loss than joint custody. It was
at worst a compromise, and at best an
ideal combination of a life that includes
parenting and child-free personal time.

Support for the other parent. The
parents all supported their children in
having an active and separate relation-
ship with the other parent. While the
definition of “separate” varied for each
couple, they were firm in their com-
mitment to endorse and sustain each
other’s availability to their children.

The parents were able to provide
this support for a variety of reasons.
First, each couple agreed on child-rear-
ing values and trusted each other’s par-
enting intentions. Even though some
disagreed with aspects of the other par-
ent’s child rearing, none felt the other
parent was harmful to the children.
Another motivation for this parental
support is that a child’s realistic, sepa-
rate relationship with each parent works
to preclude elaborate fantasies or scape-
goating of the other parent. Finally,
the mutual knowledge that each is en-
couraging two separate attachments,
and not trying to draw the children
into an alliance, has enabled the par-
ents to sustain their support even when
they feel angry or mistrustful.

Flexible sharing of responsibility.
The parents in the study maintained
a working relationship that enabled the
logistics of joint custody to go smoothly.
Joint custody does not require that par-
ents have frequent contact, but they do
need to coordinate a multitude of
scheduling details. Not only do daily
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child-care responsibilities need to be
allocated, so too do such intermittent
tasks as who takes the children to the
dentist, who buys the shoes, who stays
home when the children are sick. Both
parents must feel satisfied with the al-
location of routine care, and there must
be some means of dealing with emer-
gendies.

Agreement on the implicit rules.
This fourth factor is critical, and calls
for some elaboration. This agreement
means more than the successful negotia-
tion of the logistics of child care, more
than an ability to separate their rela-
tionship as parents from other aspects
of the former marital connection. This
factor involves the implicit rules of the
post-divorce family—parental agree-
ment on issues of power, autonomy,
and control as well as on the pacing
and expression of the process of psy-
chological separation.

To agree on the implicit Tules means
to work out mutual definitions of such
issues as how much contact to have,
both as parents and as people; how
much to overlap the two households;
what kind, how much, and how to share
information; whether and how to give
the other parent critical or positive
feedback about his or her parenting.

These issues are not necessarily artic-
ulated directly, but they may become
severe stumbling blocks if the two par-
ents have divergent expectations or if
similar expectations and needs surface
at different times. There has to be a
willingness and ability to negotiate.
Each parent must trust that the other
will be open to compromise, or at least

listen to his or her position. Paradoxi-
cally perhaps, parents need to sustain
a potential for contact while simulta-
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neously creating separate lives and
families.

In all four families, the content of
each parent’s expectations of the other
changed over time as they became more
separate  psychologically. However,
changes in expectations occurred at dif-
ferent speeds. Although this difference
in content and rhythm inevitably
caused anger and disappointment, in
general couples came to accept their
differences, and were willing to negoti-
ate. They were all able to trust that,
when they differed, each would be
heard and some mutually acceptable
and realistic compromise could be
reached.

Commitment, support, flexible shar-
ing of responsibility, and agreement on
implicit rules provided the context in
which all the family members could
make joint custody work for their mu-
tual benefit. However, the parents had
to face their own mixed feelings about
joint custody. Each had to keep sepa-
rate perceptions of the ex-spouse as a
mate, and as a parent. They had to
stick to their resolution not to use the
children as go-betweens or weapons.
They had to accept partial loss of con-
trol over daily decisions in their chil-
dren’s lives. (This was especially true
for those who had been the primary
parent before the separation, and when
the children were under five at the time
of separation.) Yet, as time passed and

the arrangement stabilized, for all four -

families the advantages came to out-
weigh the problems of joint custody.

STRUCTURAL IMPEDIMENTS

Even when there is commitment, sup-
port, flexible sharing, agreement on the
implicit rules, and a relatively unam-
bivalent acceptance of the arrangement,
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structural issues may complicate or com-
promise joint custody.

Firstly, age, number, and age range
of the children may present problems.
As children get older, they may insist
on more control, and request the con-
tinuity of one home base; however, if
a child has been moving back and forth
for a long time and is accustomed to
it, he or she may not feel the disruption
reported by the one adolescent in this
study. Older children may resent being
tied to younger siblings’ rules and
schedules. It may be that the negative
effects of moving back and forth be-
tween two homes increase with the
number of children. Or it may be that
home rotation with one’s siblings pro-
vides a ballast.

Secondly, geographical proximity is
critical to the success of joint custody
as defined in this study, where children
spend no more than two weeks in each
parent's household. All the parents in
the study were committed to staying in
close geographical proximity.

Thirdly, frequent moving back and
forth may be too unsettling for a “diffi
cult” child. Some children may simply
need one home base rather than rwo.

Finally, the impact of 2 parent’s liv-
ing with a new partner and the creation
of a blended family in one or both of
the children’s homes is at this point an
unknown factor.

LIMITATIONS OF¥ THE STUDY
AND SUGGESTIONS FOR RESEARCH

A major limitation of this study, be-
sides the issues of generalizability and
reliability inherent in case studies of
a small sample, is that of making long-
term predictions. Long-range probabili-
ties—for adults or children—cannot be
ascertained from a single exposure, and
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cross-sectional data are limited in their
power to compare subsamples. Longi-
tudinal research is called for to under-
stand the process of divorce.

Many kinds of divorce and custody-
related research are necessary for the
future. For example, statistically repre-
sentative surveys can generate demo-
graphic, attitudinal, and personality
data that will provide a needed context
in which to put more intensive case
studies.

It will be essential to examine fami-
lies in which joint custody is working
in contrast with families who have tried
it unsuccessfully and substituted an-
other form of custody. This comparison
might highlight the crucial decision-
making junctures that joint-custody
families face. Future joint-custody re-
search must also control for length
of separation, age of children, number
of children, and type of joint-custody
arrangement—both physical and “re-
sponsibility” joint custody.

CONCLUSION

The results of this investigation sug-
gest that joint custody offers advantages
and disadvantages to all family mem-
bers. While the long-term consequences
of custody arrangements have not been
systematically compared, there is rea-
son to believe that joint custody is at
least as good an arrangement as any
other. It is neither “good” nor “bad;”
it works under certain conditions.

This study found that the discrep-
ancy between environments (if it is
significant at all) can be managed well
if the parents cooperate and share im-
portant information about their chil-
dren’s welfare. There was no evidence
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of an exacerbation of loyalty conflicts
when the parents differed. Routine
shifting between homes was disruptive;
yet, except for the one adolescent, this
disruption was mitigated by the length
of stay and the fact that the shifts were
routine.

There is no doubt that joint custody
yields two psychological parents, and
that the children do not suffer the pro-
found sense of loss characteristic of so
many children of divorce. The children
maintained strong attachments to both
parents. Perhaps the security of an on-
going relationship with two psychologi-
cal parents helps to provide the means
to cope successfully with the uprooting
effects of switching households.

It is important that legzl and mental
health professionals keep an open mind
about joint custody and support clients
who have chosen or are considering
this option. We must realize that this
arrangement can work for the benefit
of every family member and hence for
the family systetn as a whole.
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