Routledge

5]
-1 Taylor &Francis Group

Journal of Family Studies

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: www.tandfonline.com/journals/rjfs20

Joint physical cuStody and mothers’ life satisfaction in
Belgium, Finland, and Germany

Lara Augustijn, Elke Claessens, Anneli Miettinen, Mia Hakovirta, Dimitri
Mortelmans, Quentin H. Riser & Anja Steinbach

To cite this article: Lara Augustijn, Elke Claessens, Anneli Miettinen, Mia Hakovirta, Dimitri
Mortelmans, Quentin H. Riser & Anja Steinbach (16 Jan 2025): Joint physical custody and
mothers’ life satisfaction in Belgium, Finland, and Germany, Journal of Family Studies, DOI:
10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192

To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192

8 © 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa
UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis
Group

A
h View supplementary material &

% Published online: 16 Jan 2025.

\]
[Z Submit your article to this journal &

||I| Article views: 346

A
& View related articles &'

@ View Crossmark data &'

£
2

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journallnformation?journalCode=rjfs20


https://www.tandfonline.com/journals/rjfs20?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/showCitFormats?doi=10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192
https://doi.org/10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/suppl/10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjfs20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/authorSubmission?journalCode=rjfs20&show=instructions&src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192?src=pdf
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/mlt/10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192?src=pdf
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192&domain=pdf&date_stamp=16%20Jan%202025
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192&domain=pdf&date_stamp=16%20Jan%202025
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=rjfs20

3
JOURNAL OF FAMILY STUDIES g Routledge
https://doi.org/10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192 & W Taylor &Francis Group

a OPEN ACCESS W) Check for updates

Joint physical custody and mothers’ life satisfaction in
Belgium, Finland, and Germany

Lara Augustijn ©2, Elke Claessens ©®, Anneli Miettinen ©¢, Mia Hakovirta ©¢,
Dimitri Mortelmans ©®, Quentin H. Riser ©° and Anja Steinbach ©f

Jnstitute of Education, Johannes Gutenberg University Mainz, Mainz, Germany; "Center for Population,
Family and Health, University of Antwerp, Antwerpen, Belgium; “Social Insurance Institution (Kela) and
FLUX/INVEST, University of Turku, Turku, Finland; “Department of Social Research, University of Turku and
INVEST Research Flagship Center, University of Turku, Turku, Finland; €Institute for Research on Poverty and
School of Human Ecology, University of Wisconsin—-Madison, Madison, WI, USA; fDepartment of Sociology,
University of Duisburg-Essen, Duisburg, Germany

ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY
Joint physical custody (JPC) is an increasingly common care Received 10 May 2024
arrangement in which children live about equally with their  Accepted 4 January 2025
parents after separation or divorce. This study examined the
association between JPC and mothers’ life satisfaction in Belgium,
Finland, aqd Germany. The objective was to d.etermir?e whether joint physical custody; life
mothers with (asymmetric or symmetric) JPC differed in terms of satisfaction: maternal well-
life satisfaction from mothers with sole physical custody (SPC) being

and whether there were country-specific differences. Using data

from the studies Divorce in Flanders, Survey among Separated

Families in Finland, and Family Models in Germany, we estimated

OLS regression models for resident mothers in SPC and JPC

families with minor children. Results showed significant

differences between countries. Mothers in Belgium did not differ

in terms of life satisfaction depending on their child’s physical

custody arrangement. However, mothers with symmetric JPC had

higher life satisfaction than their counterparts with SPC in the

Finnish sample, while both asymmetric and symmetric JPC

mothers reported higher life satisfaction than SPC mothers in

Germany. These differences, however, disappeared after

introducing control variables to the regression models. Findings

suggest that selection into different physical custody

arrangements may explain the positive link between JPC and

mothers’ life satisfaction; a finding with far-reaching implications.
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Belgium; Finland; Germany;

1. Introduction

Joint physical custody (JPC), an arrangement in which children live about equally with
each parent after family dissolution, is an increasingly common post-separation care
arrangement for children in Western countries (e.g. Hakovirta et al.,, 2023; Steinbach

CONTACT Anja Steinbach @ anja.steinbach@uni-due.de @ Department of Sociology, University of Duisburg-Essen,
Lotharstrasse 65, D-47057 Duisburg, Germany

© 2025 The Author(s). Published by Informa UK Limited, trading as Taylor & Francis Group

This is an Open Access article distributed under the terms of the Creative Commons Attribution License (http://creativecommons.org/
licenses/by/4.0/), which permits unrestricted use, distribution, and reproduction in any medium, provided the original work is properly
cited. The terms on which this article has been published allow the posting of the Accepted Manuscript in a repository by the
author(s) or with their consent.


http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.1080/13229400.2025.2451192&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2025-01-15
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-1441-7734
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-4365-195X
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7581-4971
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-0947-3985
http://orcid.org/0000-0003-3285-8223
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-9859-8087
http://orcid.org/0000-0002-3642-2374
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
mailto:anja.steinbach@uni-due.de
http://www.tandfonline.com

2 (& L AUGUSTUNETAL.

et al, 2021). While there is a large amount of research on its consequences for children
(Berman & Daneback, 2020; Steinbach, 2019), less is known concerning how JPC
affects parents’ well-being, and the existing evidence is mixed. Some studies report
that parents who share physical custody of their child(ren) have higher life satisfaction
than parents in sole physical custody (SPC) families, where traditionally mothers are
the primary caretakers of children (Steinbach, 2019). This finding may be due, in
part, to higher levels of contact with children for fathers and lower time pressures
for mothers (Bergstrom et al., 2014; van der Heijden et al,, 2015; van der Heijden
et al., 2016). However, scholars also point to the potentially negative correlation
between JPC and parents’ well-being (especially in high-conflict families). Such nega-
tive relationships may result from more frequent interactions between the separated or
divorced parents (e.g. to streamline children’s household transitions or negotiate the
sharing of child-related expenditures) and frequent separation from the child (Fritzell
et al., 2020; Harris-Short, 2010; Sodermans et al., 2015). Previous empirical research,
on balance, is conceptually (e.g. using different definitions of JPC), methodologically
(e.g. applying various methods to investigate JPC), and contextually (e.g. using
samples from different countries or regions) heterogeneous, and systematic cross-
national comparisons of the association between physical custody arrangements and
parental well-being are scarce (Steinbach, 2019).

This lack of consistent empirical evidence highlights the need for further investigation
into this area of study, including work that remains attentive to the potentially gender-
specific implications and consequences of physical custody arrangements. Given the
importance of life satisfaction for individuals (Erdogan et al., 2012), this study examined
the life satisfaction of resident mothers practicing either JPC or SPC and compared
mothers from three European countries: Belgium, Finland, and Germany. Through
similar measures and methodologies, harmonized surveys allowed us to not only con-
sider potential differences in the life satisfaction of mothers across borders but also to
determine the extent to which variations in life satisfaction may be ascribed to the insti-
tutional contexts in the individual countries. Notably, the selected countries have quite
different policies concerning JPC: Whereas JPC has been the presumptive arrangement
in Belgium since 2006 (Vanassche et al., 2017), Finland passed family laws regarding JPC
in 2019 (Tolonen et al., 2019), and this physical custody arrangement is not yet estab-
lished by law in Germany (Helms & Schneider, 2020). Moreover, the three countries
have distinct child support and family policies, as well as varying expectations of
gender roles in both the private sphere and the labour market. These dissimilarities
provide an interesting comparative baseline to consider how - and if so, to what
extent — physical custody arrangements are associated with mothers’ life satisfaction.

Using survey data collected in each country, we first investigate how mothers
with asymmetric JPC (children that live at least 30% but less than 50% of the
time with their nonresident parent) and symmetric JPC (50:50 arrangements) fare
vis-a-vis mothers with SPC in terms of life satisfaction. Second, we consider the
persistence of these results in light of both individual, familial, and institutional
factors. As such, we contribute not only to understanding how multiple configur-
ations of physical custody are related to the life satisfaction of mothers but also
gain insight into how the country context may be attributing to post-separation
adjustment.
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2. Background
2.1. JPC and mothers’ life satisfaction

Separation and divorce can negatively impact a person’s life satisfaction, particularly
when children are involved (Leopold, 2018; Leopold & Kalmijn, 2016). A growing
corpus of literature devotes attention to how JPC potentially mediates these conse-
quences, with varying results. On the one hand, some studies indicate that JPC
benefits a mother’s well-being and life satisfaction to a greater extent than SPC (Augus-
tijn, 2023b; Riser et al., 2022; Sodermans et al., 2015). One noteworthy advantage of prac-
ticing JPC is the more equal distribution of parenting responsibilities between the mother
and father. With the additional time made available to mothers, those with JPC may have
an easier time pursuing paid employment and balancing paid employment with childcare
once employed. With literature showing that divorce negatively impacts mothers’ econ-
omic well-being (Mortelmans, 2020), JPC may serve as a protective factor (Augustijn,
2023a), allowing mothers to be more financially stable and experience greater life
satisfaction.

Moreover, mothers in JPC families benefit from having more leisure time than
mothers in SPC families (Sodermans et al., 2015), which may additionally contribute
positively to life satisfaction and the chances of re-partnering (Vanassche et al., 2015).
Insofar as having a new partner can increase a mother’s life satisfaction and well-being
(see Augustijn, 2022), a JPC arrangement may play a critical indirect role in improving
life satisfaction. As separation or divorce negatively affects social contacts and social inte-
gration, JPC can alleviate these deleterious effects by offering mothers more time for
social engagement (Kalmijn & van Groenou, 2005). JPC can also improve maternal
life satisfaction through enhancing co-parental cooperativeness (Augustijn, 2023b). Bau-
serman (2012), for instance, claims that JPC reduces conflict between separated parents,
as rather than considering who wins or loses custody, physical custody is shared equally.

On the other hand, a body of literature bolsters a counterargument on JPC’s utility.
For instance, as children move repeatedly from one parental household to the other,
parents must communicate, coordinate, and make joint decisions more frequently. As
organizing transitions for children can be quite complicated (Smyth et al., 2003),
parents may need to make thorough and time-consuming preparations, which can nega-
tively impact their life satisfaction by increasing perceived time pressures and parental
stress (van der Heijden et al., 2016). JPC may also increase the risk of interparental
conflict arising or may worsen existing conflicts, directly affecting the life satisfaction
of mothers.

Furthermore, JPC mothers, by implication, spend less time with their children than their
SPC counterparts. The repeated separations and attenuation of time with children can lead
to worry (e.g. about the father’s parental skills or the level and quality of care children are
receiving), anxiety, and loneliness (Fritzell et al., 2020) - all of which may be correlated
with worsening maternal life satisfaction. Mothers may also be concerned about their chil-
dren’s physical and mental well-being, as well as potential influences from the father’s
social network. Specifically, mothers may be worried about the parenting skills of the
father’s new partner and the influence this partner has on their children (Fehlberg et al.,
2011). Moreover, if conflict does not subside, JPC has been found to be damaging to
parents’ health due to the difficulties in avoiding friction (Harris-Short, 2010).
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Finally, discussions about JPC are regularly associated with the issue of self-selection
by more highly educated, financially stable, and better-cooperating parents (Steinbach,
2019). Considering that JPC parents have become more heterogeneous in countries
where this arrangement is more common, positive outcomes may become less prominent
over time (Kitterad & Wiik, 2017; Sodermans et al., 2013). As such, considering differ-
ences in mothers’ life satisfaction across countries with varying levels of JPC institutio-
nalization can be highly useful for understanding the association between physical
custody arrangements and maternal well-being, and how this link can be expected to
evolve.

2.2. The institutional contexts

There are striking differences in the legal framework surrounding JPC in Belgium,
Finland, and Germany. In Belgium, JPC has been the legal presumption since 2006.
Since then, courts are obligated to first consider the viability of JPC in case of parental
dissensus concerning physical custody, after which either symmetric or asymmetric
JPC is generally imposed if it is not in violation of the best interests of the child (Soder-
mans et al., 2013). This legal procedure led to an early popularization of JPC in Belgium,
even among parents making private agreements. Five years after its legal introduction,
JPC was already estimated to cover 35% of physical custody arrangements, defined as
children spending at least 33% of the time which each parent (Sodermans et al., 2011).
In Finland, a change in the Child Custody and Right of Access Decree came into force
in 2019, legally acknowledging JPC and defining it as a child living at least 40% of the
time with each parent. A recent study identified 31% of physical custody cases as JPC
(Miettinen et al., 2020). In Germany, meanwhile, the government has not yet passed
laws or adopted policies that would encourage courts or parents to opt for JPC (Steinbach
& Helms, 2022). In addition, for a court to order parents to practice JPC, it must usually
be demonstrated that it is in the child’s best interest (Helms & Schneider, 2020). As such,
SPC remains the dominant physical custody arrangement in Germany, with a recent
study estimating that no more than 5% of children live in a JPC family (Walper et al.,
2021).

Accounting for differences in the broader institutional setting is also important, as the
uptake and outcomes of JPC may be moderated through, for example, the dominant
child support scheme, labour market conditions, and family policies. When setting
child support orders in Belgium, the amount due is calculated considering the time
spent with each parent, thus allowing child support reductions for any ‘extra’ step
away from SPC (Claessens & Mortelmans, 2018). If parents’ financial capacities are
equal, no child support is ordered to be paid, thus promoting the equal uptake of care.
Furthermore, parents with a 50:50-time division can opt to automatically share tax-
related child benefits (FOD Financién, 2023; Mortelmans & Fuselier, 2024). In
Finland, child support is reduced depending on how many nights a child spends with
the liable parent. However, in JPC cases, child support orders are still more than half
of the SPC level, which potentially discourages the sharing of care (Hakovirta et al.,
2022; Hakovirta & Eydal, 2020). Moreover, in Finland, parents practicing JPC tend to
share the child related expenses informally, rather than pay child support (Haapanen
et al., 2024; Miettinen et al., 2020). As of now, Germany has no clear legal ruling for
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child support calculation in JPC cases. Additionally, in most cases, a care arrangement is
only recognized as JPC if the parents have a 50:50 division of time. As such, even in asym-
metric JPC families, nonresident parents may still have to pay the same amount of child
support as they would have in SPC families, thus potentially disincentivizing the uptake
of JPC (Augustijn, 2023a).

Other aspects that may motivate or hinder the uptake of JPC can be found in the
(implicit) assumptions concerning gender roles underlying welfare state contexts.
Korpi et al. (2013), for example, identify Finland as a dual earner-dual carer model,
exemplified by the provision of generous universal benefits and services for families,
along with the promotion of gender equality in paid work and childcare. Meanwhile,
Belgium and Germany are considered to uphold a traditional family support model.
Both countries provide high levels of cash and tax benefits for families with children.
Still, support for early childhood education and care is generally meagre, which can be
considered as promoting traditional gender roles. This, nevertheless, is more character-
istic of Germany than Belgium. Whereas the overall maternal employment rate is around
75% in both countries, Germany has a stronger gap in part-time employment for mothers
and fathers with young children (59.8%, Belgium: 39.7%) (Statbel, 2023; Statistisches
Bundesamt, 2023), suggesting a stronger female-oriented care regime. Moreover, the
overall Belgian earnings gap, measured as the difference between the relative average
earnings of working-age women and men, is quite similar to Finland (both around
25%) and significantly lower than Germany (42%) (European Commission et al., 2021).

These factors are crucial to consider. Physical custody arrangements can embody
expectations about equality in mothers’ and fathers’ care roles, and gender equality on
an institutional scale can, in turn, positively affect life satisfaction - particularly for
women (Audette et al., 2018; Tesch-Romer et al., 2008). As such, the societal and political
climate surrounding the division of childcare provides an important backdrop to under-
standing how JPC affects mothers’ life satisfaction. By comparatively considering three
very different JPC contexts, where sharing physical custody has been institutionalized
for quite some time (Belgium), recently (Finland), and not at all (Germany), we aim
to identify whether JPC as ‘the norm’ in post-separation childrearing has a differential
impact on life satisfaction.

3. Method
3.1. Data

The Belgian data are drawn from the multi-actor survey Divorce in Flanders (DiF; Mor-
telmans et al., 2011), for which individuals in a first marriage or having experienced one
divorce were randomly sampled from the Belgian Public Register. Cohabitating parents
(whether factual or legal) and those who separated other than through divorce were thus
not considered in the sample. The sampling criteria identified heterosexual (ex-)mar-
riages, legally formed between 1971 and 2008, of which both (ex-)partners were born
with Belgian nationality. The sample was proportionally stratified by marriage year,
with an oversampling of divorced individuals (two-thirds) in each stratum. Both (ex-
)partners were contacted individually for participation in a CAPI interview between
2009 and 2010, resulting in a total dataset of 6,365 respondents, of which 4,590 were
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divorced. During the interview with the first respondent, a target child was selected (if
possible) for whom both responding parents received in-depth questions on (e.g.
living arrangements and well-being). To be selected, a target child must first be the bio-
logical or adoptive child of both parents. Second, selections were made in the following
sequence: i) a child between the ages of 10 and 18 living in the household of one or both
parent(s) (who was then also invited to participate in a CAPI interview); ii) a child over
the age of 17 not living in the household of either parent (who was then invited to par-
ticipate in a written questionnaire); iii) a child under the age of 10 living in the household
of one or both parent(s) under the age of 10; and finally iv) a child under the age of 18 not
living in the household of either parent. If more than one child fit the active selection
category, a target child was selected at random by the CAWI programme.

Data for Finland come from the Survey among Separated Families in Finland (SSFEF),
conducted among separated families with minor children in 2019. Two simple random
samples, one for the resident parents (the child’s official address was with this parent) and
one for the non-resident parents, were drawn from a register database compiled by the
Social Insurance Institution (Kela). The database included all parents with a child aged 1-
17 who were not living with the child’s other parent and who had a valid email address in
Kela’s registers. Sampled nonresident and resident parents received an email inviting
them to participate in a web-based survey. The dataset of 3,449 respondents includes
2,156 resident parents and 1,293 nonresident parents. Through a random sampling pro-
cedure, only one child of the parent was identified as the target child. In the survey,
parents were asked to report about the arrangements regarding this child (the child
was referred to by their year of birth throughout the questionnaire).

Data from Germany are drawn from the Family Models in Germany (FAMOD) study, a
convenience sample of 321 nuclear families and 1,233 post-separation families living in
Germany (Steinbach et al., 2020). Data were collected between July 2019 and January
2020. FAMOD was conceptualized as a multi-actor study with four groups of respondents,
including a parent — the anchor respondent (interviewed via CAPI) — who had at least one
biological child under the age of 15 who was registered with them at the time of data col-
lection (target child). The FAMOD sample is stratified according to family type (nuclear,
SPC, and JPC family) and age of the target child (age groups: 0-6 years and 7-14 years). For
post-separation families to be able to participate in the survey, the target child had to have
contact with both biological parents. If more than one child could have been selected as a
target child, the selection of the target child was based on two criteria. First, children in
joint physical custody were preferred to children in sole physical custody, and children
in sole physical custody were preferred to children in nuclear families. Second, the inter-
viewer was supposed to select the youngest child (Steinbach et al., 2020). Although a con-
venience sampling procedure based on a quota sample was applied, a comparison of the
families in the FAMOD data with families in other German data sets revealed similarities
in key sociodemographic characteristics of the respondents, which confirmed the quality of
the FAMOD data (Steinbach et al., 2020).

3.2. Analytical samples

Selections were made across datasets to ensure comparability between the samples,
beginning with the exclusion of nuclear families, fathers, and nonresident mothers, as
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well as resident mothers with a missing value on the dependent variable. To match the
FAMOD data, the Finnish sample was further restricted to mothers with a target child
aged 1-14, and the Belgian sample to mothers with target children under the age of 18
(as limiting to 14 years would reduce the sample size to 467 mothers). This resulted in
a sample of 681 resident mothers for Belgium (SPC: 472, asymmetric JPC: 45, symmetric
JPC: 164), 1,602 for Finland (SPC: 1,022, asymmetric JPC: 270, symmetric JPC: 310), and
1,075 for Germany (SPC: 678, asymmetric JPC: 239, symmetric JPC: 158).

3.3. Measures

3.3.1. Dependent variable

In all studies, maternal life satisfaction was measured with a single item. In the Belgian
study, respondents were asked the question ‘How satisfied or dissatisfied are you with
your life nowadays?” The response categories ranged from very dissatisfied (0) to very
satisfied (10). In the Finnish study, life satisfaction was measured through the question
‘From 1 to 10, how satisfied you are with your life at the moment?’, with the response
categories varying from very dissatisfied (1) to very satisfied (10). The German question-
naire asked the question ‘All in all, how satisfied are you with your life at the moment?
The response categories were the same as in the Belgian study and thus ranged from very
dissatisfied (0) to very satisfied (10).

3.3.2. Independent variable

In the Belgian and German studies, the target child’s residential arrangement was
measured with a residential calendar that covered a typical month without holidays. In
this calendar, the anchor respondents indicated on which days and nights the target
child was living with the mother or the father. In the Belgian study, respondents were
asked to report an entire month, whereas in the German study, the first two weeks of
the month. However, if the last two weeks of the month differed from the first two,
the respondents were asked to complete a second two-week calendar. In case the
anchor respondents did not fill out the residential calendar in a way that allowed deter-
mining the target child’s residential arrangement, the respondents’ (short) self-assess-
ment about their physical custody arrangement was used in both studies. In the
Finnish study, the target child’s residential arrangement was measured with a question
about the number of overnight stays with the nonresident parent during a typical
month (range 1-30; less often than 1 night/month; never). We differentiated between
three residential arrangements: SPC (0; child spends less than 30% of the time with
the father), asymmetric JPC (1; child spends between 30% and 49% of the time with
the father), and symmetric JPC (2; child spends 50% of the time with the father).

3.3.3. Covariates

Several covariates were identical across datasets; others were measured (slightly) differ-
ently, but nonetheless warranted identical coding for the analysis. In all three studies,
the number of transitions that the target child made between parental households
during a typical month was measured with a residential calendar by counting how
often the child moved from one household to the other. Another control variable was
the mother’s age, which was calculated by subtracting her year of birth from the year
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of data collection. Concerning the mother’s educational level, the Belgian dataset
includes a calculation of the three-category ISCED-score, giving way to the categoriz-
ation of the highest obtained education level as low (0; no diploma to lower secondary
education), medium (1; higher and post-secondary education) and high (2; tertiary
level education). The Finnish questionnaire considers the highest educational attain-
ment, which we classified as low (0; basic level education and general secondary level edu-
cation (matriculation)), medium (1; vocational secondary level education), and high (2;
tertiary level education). In the German data, a mother’s educational level was based
on her general school-leaving certificate, and three groups were differentiated: low (0;
no school-leaving certificate or the lowest formal qualification), medium (1; intermediary
secondary qualification), and high (2; at minimum, a certificate fulfilling the entrance
requirements for a university of applied sciences). Based on the mother’s partnership
status, we distinguished between three groups: no partner (0), partner with whom she
is not co-residing (1), and partner with whom she is co-residing (2).

To account for the mother’s weekly working hours, we divided the respondents into
four groups: 0 hours (0), I-19 hours (1), 20-36 hours (2), and more than 36 hours (3). The
questions for measuring the mother’s working hours were: ‘How much time per week do
you spend on all your jobs combined, including overtime and preparation time?’
(Belgium), ‘What is your regular weekly working time?” (Finland), and “What are, on
average, your real weekly working hours, including overtime? (Germany). Concerning
the mother’s subjective economic situation, the Belgian questionnaire asked ‘How
hard or easy can your household get by with its available family income?’, with a categ-
orical answer scale ranging from very difficultly (1) to very easily (6). In the Finnish study,
this was measured as ‘How is the financial situation of your family at present’, with
response categories ranging from very bad (0) to very good (4), and the German study
asked, ‘How is the financial situation in your household?” The response categories for
this item ranged from very bad (4) to very good (0). To determine the mother’s
number of children, all biological and adoptive children that the mother reported were
considered. We also controlled for the age of the target child. In the Belgian and
German studies, the time since the separation from the biological father of the target
child was calculated by subtracting the year of the parental break-up from the year of
data collection; in the Finnish study, it was measured with a question asking how
many years ago the respondent separated from the other parent.

Finally, to assess the interparental relationship quality between the separated parents,
the Belgian questionnaire asked ‘How would you describe your current relationship
with your ex?,” for which the responses were recoded to no contact (0), bad (1; responses
‘very bad’ and ‘bad’), neutral (2; response ‘not bad, not good’), and good (3; responses
‘good’ and ‘very good’). In the Finnish data, a summary measure on the interparental
relationship was created on the basis of two separate questions on how friendly or
quarrelsome the respondent saw the relationship (response options varying from fully
disagree to fully agree), with additional information about whether the parents were in
contact: no contact (0), bad (1; summary measure ranging from 0 to 1.4), neutral (2;
summary measure 1.5-2.9), and good (3; summary measure from 3 to 4). The German
study used the question ‘How well do you get along with the biological father of
[target child]?” For the analysis, we distinguish between four groups: no contact (0),
bad (1; responses ‘poorly’ and ‘very poorly’), neutral (2; response ‘neither well nor
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Belgium Finland Germany
(N=1681) (N=1,602) (N=1,075)
M/ % SD M/ % SD M/ % SD
Range: 0-10 Range: 0-9 Range: 0-10
Mother’s life satisfaction 7.8 0.1 6.8 0.4 7.8 0.1
Physical custody arrangement
SPC 69.3 63.8 63.1
Asymmetric JPC 6.6 16.9 222
Symmetric JPC 241 194 14.7
Range: 0-27 Range: 0-44 Range: 0-48
Number of children’s transitions 35 0.2 4.9 0.1 7.1 0.2
between parental households
Range: 25-55 Range: 20-59 Range: 20-58
Mother's age 40.0 0.2 388 0.2 36.9 0.2
Mother’s educational level
Low 133 7.8 15.0
Medium 449 43.1 433
High 4.7 49.1 41.8
Mother’s partnership status
No partner 35.1 41.1 49.9
Partner, not co-residing 14.8 25.4 6.8
Partner, co-residing 50.1 335 43.4
Mother's weekly working hours
Oh 14.5 19.0 9.6
1-19h 43 24 10.7
20-36 h 329 21.6 49.1
More than 36 h 483 56.9 30.6
Range: 0-5 Range: 0-4 Range: 0-4
Mother's self-rated economic situation 29 0.0 2.0 0.2 2.8 0.0
(family/household - 0 = Bad)
Range: 1-5 Range: 1-10 Range: 1-6
Mother’s number of children 2.1 0.0 24 0.3 1.5 0.0
Range: 2-17 Range: 1-14 Range: 0-14
Age of target child 12.5 0.1 9.4 0.1 7.7 0.1
Range: 0-20 Range: 0-14 Range: 0-15
Time since separation (years) 58 0.1 5.1 0.1 40 0.1
Interparental relationship quality
No contact 14.8 2.8 3.9
Bad 20.3 17.4 8.9
Neutral 33.2 203 413
Good 31.7 59.6 459

Note: Divorce in Flanders (DiF), Survey among separated families in Finland (SSFF), Family Models in Germany (FAMOD);
SPC = sole physical custody, JPC = joint physical custody.

poorly’), and good (3; responses ‘well” and ‘very well’). The descriptive sample statistics
for all variables — separately for each country — are presented in Table 1.

3.4. Analytical strategy

Statistical analyses were conducted in STATA 18. Missing values on the covariates
(Belgium: n = 36; Finland: n = 39; Germany: n = 112) were imputed using multiple impu-
tation (chained equations with 50 imputations) (White et al., 2010). To investigate the
association between physical custody arrangements and resident mothers’ life satisfac-
tion, we estimated OLS regression models for each country. The first models in Table
2 show the findings of the bivariate regression models (Model 1); in the second model,
we controlled for all covariates (Model 2). To examine if there were statistically significant
differences in the relationship between physical custody arrangement and mother’s life
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satisfaction between countries, we leveraged a pooled dataset (Model 3). In Table 2, we
report unstandardized coefficients (B), standard errors (SE), p-values (p), and standar-
dized coefficients (f3), though the description of the findings concentrates on the standar-
dized coeflicients.

4, Results

The results of the bivariate regression models (Model I) in Table 2 display notable difter-
ences among the three countries regarding the link between physical custody arrange-
ments and mothers’ life satisfaction. In the Belgian sample, mothers with asymmetric
JPC (B=-0.06, p=0.099) and symmetric JPC (8=—0.04, p=0.246) did not differ
from their counterparts with SPC. In the Finnish sample, we also did not find differences
between mothers who were practicing asymmetric JPC (5 = 0.02, p = 0.347) and mothers
who were practicing SPC, but mothers with symmetric JPC reported higher levels of life
satisfaction than those with SPC (8 =0.11, p =0.000), even though the coefficient was
small in magnitude. The bivariate association between physical custody arrangements
and mothers’ life satisfaction was different yet again in the German sample, with
mothers living in asymmetric JPC families (8=0.09, p=0.005) and symmetric JPC
families (=0.09, p=0.003) reporting higher levels of life satisfaction than those in
SPC families. Again, the coefficients were relatively small. Moreover, the adjusted R
for each country also shows that physical custody arrangements explained either no
(Belgium: 0%) or very little (Finland and Germany: 1%) of the variance in mothers’
life satisfaction.

After entering all covariates in the multivariate regression models (Model 2), for
Belgium, the negative association between asymmetric or symmetric JPC and mother’s
life satisfaction became larger in magnitude, although the association was statistically sig-
nificant only for asymmetric JPC (asymmetric JPC: f = —0.07, p = 0.049; symmetric JPC:
B=-0.06, p=0.114). We also observed some changes in the Finnish and German
samples. The initially significant differences between JPC and SPC mothers in the two
countries disappeared, with mothers in Finland (asymmetric JPC: 3 =—0.01, p = 0.876;
symmetric JPC: $=0.04, p=0.149) and Germany (asymmetric JPC: f=-0.04, p=
0.168; symmetric JPC: $=0.01, p = 0.685) no longer differing in terms of their life satis-
faction levels as a function of their physical custody arrangement. These findings indicate
that the relationships between physical custody arrangements and mothers’ life satisfac-
tion were spurious and could be explained by factors other than the physical custody
arrangement. In addition, the explanatory power of the multivariate models increased
sharply after controlling for the covariates (Belgium: R”=16%; Finland: R®= 16%;
Germany: R® = 37%).

With respect to the associations between the covariates and mothers’ life satisfaction,
we found both similarities and differences between the three countries. Compared to
mothers who did not have a partner, mothers with a new partner reported higher life sat-
isfaction in both Belgium (no co-residence: $ = 0.13, p = 0.001; co-residence: $=0.23,p =
0.000) and Finland (no co-residence: =0.08, p=0.001; co-residence: $=0.13, p=
0.000). In both countries, the association was stronger for mothers who were residing
with their new partner. In Germany, only mothers who were residing with a new
partner had higher life satisfaction than those without a partner (8 =0.16, p =0.000).
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In both the Belgian and German samples, longer working hours were generally associated
with higher life satisfaction. In contrast, in the Finnish data, only mothers with more than
36 weekly working hours reported higher life satisfaction than mothers who were not
employed (8 =0.07, p=0.038). In all three countries, the mothers” economic situation
was positively related to their life satisfaction, with a better economic situation predicting
higher levels of life satisfaction. As the standardized coefficients show, the mother’s econ-
omic situation was the covariate most strongly associated with her life satisfaction in all
three countries (Belgium: = 0.27, p = 0.000; Finland: = 0.31, p = 0.000; Germany: 8 =
0.48, p=0.000). In the German sample only, we found that the more time had elapsed
since the separation, the lower the mothers’ life satisfaction (= —0.11, p=0.003). The
quality of the interparental relationship was unrelated to mothers’ levels of life satisfac-
tion in the Belgian sample, but there were some differences in the other two countries. In
the Finnish sample, mothers who did not have contact (5 =0.06, p=0.011) or who had a
good relationship (8 =0.14, p = 0.000) with the father of their child, reported higher life
satisfaction than mothers with a bad interparental relationship. In the German sample,
mothers with a neutral (8=10.17, p=0.000) or a good (5 =0.18, p = 0.000) interparental
relationship had higher life satisfaction than those with a bad interparental relationship.
The number of transitions that the child made between the parental households, the
mother’s age, her educational level, and her number of children were unrelated to
levels of life satisfaction in all three samples.

We pooled data from each country to examine if the observed differences between
countries in the associations between children’s physical custody arrangements and
mother’s life satisfaction were statistically significant (Model 3). Interactions between
country and custody arrangement showed that, in contrast to Belgium, asymmetric-
JPC and symmetric-JPC were positively associated with mother’s life satisfaction in
Finland and Germany (statistically significantly only for symmetric-JPC; for Finland,
B =0.06, p=0.038 and for Germany, 3 =0.05, p =0.021).

5. Discussion

A growing research literature has examined associations between children’s physical
custody arrangements and the well-being of children and parents, typically by comparing
JPC to (most frequently, mother) SPC arrangements (see recent reviews by Bauserman,
2012; Berman & Daneback, 2020; Steinbach, 2019). The existing literature generally
suggests that JPC is positively associated with a range of well-being indicators for both
parents and children, though the commonly cross-sectional nature of available data
and the underlying differences between families with different physical custody arrange-
ments make it challenging to assess causality. Selection processes among post-separation
families lead to, among others, families with JPC being generally more socially and econ-
omically advantaged (e.g. in terms of earnings and education), exhibiting lower levels of
parental conflict (Steinbach, 2019), and being more satisfied with their physical custody
arrangement than families with SPC (Riser et al., 2022).

In addition to these selection effects, scholars have presented arguments as to why
practicing JPC may both positively and negatively affect mothers’ well-being. Whereas
sharing physical custody and parenting responsibilities more equally with the father
may have many advantages for mothers (e.g. a better balance between paid employment
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and childcare and more leisure time), possible negative experiences resulting from prac-
ticing JPC - such as stress due to increased discussions with the ex-partner or worries
concerning their parenting capacities — also need to be acknowledged. Moreover, the
growing normativity of JPC in a larger societal context may dilute any positive outcomes
that JPC can have for parents. As it has been found that the heterogeneity of parents prac-
ticing JPC increases when sharing physical custody of children after family dissolution
becomes normalized; thus, the positive outcomes of JPC may also become less prominent
over time (Kitterod & Wiik, 2017; Sodermans et al., 2013).

This study took a comparative approach and investigated the life satisfaction of
mothers with JPC and SPC in Belgium, Finland, and Germany - countries with
differing social and legal contexts concerning physical custody. Using data from the
DiF, SSFF, and FAMOD surveys, we estimated OLS regression models for resident
mothers in post-separation families with minor children. Our results suggested note-
worthy differences between the three countries. Whereas we did not find any differences
between (asymmetric and symmetric) JPC mothers and SPC mothers for Belgium,
mothers with symmetric JPC in the Finnish sample had higher levels of life satisfaction
than their counterparts with SPC. In contrast, mothers in Germany with asymmetric JPC
and symmetric JPC reported higher life satisfaction than their counterparts with SPC.
The (bivariate) differences between physical custody arrangements in Finland and
Germany we initially observed, however, disappeared after we introduced control vari-
ables in the regression models.

There are several explanations for these findings. First, we may observe positive selec-
tion into JPC decreasing over time in Belgium (Sodermans et al., 2013). The fact that at
the time of data collection, JPC had been legally instated as the physical custody pre-
sumption for a longer time in Belgium than in Finland and Germany may indicate
that the process of decreased positive selection had a larger, more wide-ranging effect
in Belgium relative to the other countries. As such, unobserved heterogeneity within
the groups of Finnish and German mothers might lead to higher levels of life satisfaction
among those practicing JPC (Fritzell et al., 2020). This is related to the second expla-
nation, which supports the argument that the ‘normalization’ of JPC diminishes its posi-
tive outcomes over time (Kitterod & Wiik, 2017). The finding that mothers with
symmetric JPC reported higher levels of life satisfaction in Finland and that both
mothers with symmetric and asymmetric JPC did so in Germany seemingly aligns
with the institutionalization of JPC across the countries, with Belgium being an early
adopter, followed by Finland more recently, and Germany not yet having a legal pre-
sumption of JPC. This is mirrored in how their child support policies potentially
influence JPC uptake, with Belgium being the most motivational and Germany most dis-
couraging, at least from the (financial) perspective of the paying parent (see supra).

This study is not without limitations. First, the Belgian data does not pertain to pre-
viously cohabiting couples, limiting the inferences to divorce settings. This has to do with
the data being somewhat dated, which is also important to highlight considering the sup-
posed normalization of JPC over time. For instance, according to recent findings,
mothers practicing JPC in Wisconsin (US) are less satisfied than those with SPC, suppo-
sedly because the longstanding legal presumption leads to JPC regardless of mothers’ pre-
ferences (Riser et al., 2022). It is possible that such a negative association might also be
found in Belgium with more recent data. Nevertheless, the country differences uncovered
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with data collected four years after and in the year of the legal presumption of JPC already
suggest significant changes in the association between JPC and mothers’ life satisfaction
over time. A second notable limitation is the German FAMOD study consists of a con-
venience sample, suggesting the findings of this analysis cannot be generalized across all
post-separation families. However, this approach had to be taken, given that JPC is a
rather uncommon arrangement in Germany. Third, our outcome variable — mothers’
life satisfaction — was measured with a single item, which may result in low content validity,
sensitivity, and reliability. However, there are also advantages associated with single-item
measures, such as the reduction of common method variance that may be introduced as
respondents endorse several items on, for instance, a composite satisfaction scale (see
Hoeppner et al., 2011). Such common method effects may lead to overstated observed
associations. Furthermore, Cheung and Lucas (2014) find that, specifically for life satisfac-
tion, a single-item measure performs similarly to multiple-item measures. Future work
may benefit from composite measures of satisfaction in different areas that may more com-
prehensively capture the notion of ‘life” satisfaction. Finally, in the present study, we could
not investigate nonresident mothers and compare the life satisfaction of mothers to that of
fathers or among fathers with different kinds of physical custody arrangements. However,
the baseline that the current comparison creates will be insightful for future investigations
of gender differences.

The finding that mothers with JPC did not differ from their counterparts with SPC in
the Belgian sample has implications for other countries, especially regarding striving for
legislative changes that would make JPC the default physical custody arrangement.
Whereas our study did not provide evidence that practicing JPC harms Belgian
mothers in terms of life satisfaction, we also did not find any advantages of having
JPC. It can be expected that findings for Finland and Germany will change accordingly
in the future if JPC becomes more widespread in these countries. However, the results of
our study do stress the importance of the conditions under which a physical custody
arrangement is practiced and suggest that they have greater implications for mothers’
well-being than the arrangement itself. Whereas there were some differences between
the three countries, our findings generally demonstrated that factors like the mothers’
partnership status, working hours, and self-rated economic situation were all related
to their life satisfaction. That is, having a new partner (or co-residing with one),
working longer hours, and having a positive economic situation were linked to higher
levels of life satisfaction. Furthermore, at least for Finland and Germany, we also
found evidence that a good relationship quality between the separated parents was posi-
tively associated with how mothers rated their satisfaction with life. Because it seems
likely that JPC has an impact on these factors (see supra), the question of whether and
how physical custody arrangements affect mothers’ post-separation living conditions is
a topic that warrants much closer and more detailed investigation by researchers in
the future.
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