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Shared custody has risen to the fore as one of the most contentious issues facing family 

law justice systems. Ongoing efforts to implement or contemplate legislative reforms to 
prescribe a rebuttable presumption for shared custody have been central. Drawing on in-
depth, retrospective qualitative interviews with 28 young adults between 18 and 25 years of 
age, this researcher conducted a thematic analysis and examined children’s perspectives 
and motivations regarding transitions into and out of shared custody, relationships with 
parents, and their sense of fairness around decision-making. The dissertation research is 
presented in a ‘publications format’ and contains an introduction, three self-contained 
journal-ready publications and an overarching discussion.  

The introduction provided an overall review of the literature and presented a developing 
model for tying together the complex strands of existing theoretical and empirical literature. 
Paper one focused how and why transitions into and out of shared custody happen. 
Drawing on the metaphor of alchemy, the analysis illustrated that shared custody is not a 
short-cut to a successful custodial arrangement or parent-child relations. Shared custody 
blends together complex interactions among elements related to the child’s living situation, 
maturation and changing notions of fairness, flexibility, the push and pull of relationships, 
and in some instances, rigid enforcement.   

The second paper highlighted how participants’ utilized the business strategy of 
“managing-up” and illustrated how children are active agents in navigating post-separation 
family relations finding ways to exert their agency to help and protect siblings, manage 
parental conflict, maintain shared custody to shield their parents and siblings from 
emotional hurt and initiate contact to maintain parent-child relationships.  

Including children’s voices in custodial decision-making is predicated on a rights-
based doctrine that children ought to have input on decisions that affect their best 
interests. Participants felt that young children (13 years or less) should have input in how 
their arrangements were constructed, but not the final say about the type of custodial 
arrangement. There was general consensus that adolescents (about age 14), should have 
considerably more input. A final overarching discussion chapter integrated the three 
papers with the model presented in the introduction and suggests implications for policy 
and practice.   
 



 

 

 

iii 

Dedication 
 
This dissertation is dedicated to the young women and men who participated in this 

research. I deeply appreciated the personal narratives that my participants shared with me. I 
found each interview to be incredibly moving as they took me into their confidence and 
opened up to me about their feelings and experiences about their families and shared 
custody. I was moved by their honesty and emotions and the love they have for both 
parents. It is my pledge to continue to reflect on and honour their narratives, stories and 
emotions to better inform policy, practice and legal reforms.  
 



 

 

 

iv 

Acknowledgements 
 

This dissertation is the culmination of the efforts of many people, not simply my own. 
One of the true joys of pursuing graduate studies has been the opportunity to engage and 
collaborate with so many inspiring people.  
 

My dissertation committee exemplified the benefit of having multiple experts who serve 
to teach and inform your research. This dissertation benefited from intellectually astute and 
generous teachers who served me well. A heartfelt thanks to my advisor, Dr. Susan Lollis. 
She believed in the value of this research and its contribution and held fast to the conviction 
that the only outcome was a finished dissertation. I appreciated her encouragement and 
steadfastness in seeing this dissertation through to the end. Her personal narratives and 
stories as both a counseling psychologist and as a parent whose children lived in shared 
custody added to the richness of this research. 

 
Dr. Deena Mandell, professor of Social Work at Wilfred Laurier University, challenged 

me to present my ideas with clarity and to translate what she knew I was thinking onto the 
paper. Her “red pen” (available in track changes) brought additional clarity to my work as 
she pushed my writing to a new level. The time she invested was invaluable.  
 

Dr. Kerry Daly has been a guiding influence throughout this dissertation and well 
beyond. He is a foremost scholar, teacher and administrator. I have had the distinct pleasure 
of enjoying his gentle and insightful approach in all of these capacities. He has that special 
gift of knowing how to ask questions that generate new understanding. Under his guidance, 
I stretched my thinking in new directions. 
 

I wish to extend my thanks to my family who stood by me during this journey and 
provided support and input. My parents, Doreen Whitehead and Dr. Paul Whitehead, have 
been my life-long champions and supporters. To them, my gratitude for their inspiration, 
lessons of hard work and perseverance and most of all love. I am honoured to share the title 
of ‘doctor’ with my father who served as sounding board and unending source of guidance 
throughout this process. 

 
To my daughters, Laura and Sarah, who give my days joy and a richness of purpose. 

Over the course of my graduate work they have grown from a pre-schooler and a baby into 
incredible young women in their own right. Being a parent has truly been the most 
wonderful and remarkable experience. I hope I have led by example that engaging in work 
that you love (even when it is hard) is a goal worth achieving. 

 
And to my husband, Mark Hunter, who encouraged me to pursue this dream, read drafts, 

offered suggestions, listened when I struggled and celebrated when I had success. I am 
grateful to have a partner in life with whom to share the journey. You make everything 
worthwhile. 



 

 

 

v 

Table of Contents 
 
Part I: Introduction 

A Theoretical Framework for Mapping the Complexities of Shared Custody 1 

Dissertation structure………………………………………………………………. 2 

Shared custody: A socio-cultural shift and the impetus for this research…….……. 2 

The viability of shared custody……..…………………………………………..………. 3  

Lobbying efforts for a rebuttable presumption……………………….………………… 4 

The need for more research…………………….………………………………………..6 

The need for the child’s perspective ………………………………..…….……………..7 

The goal of this research…………………………………………………….…………...8 

Tying the facets of the separation experience together:  

The value of a theoretical model……………………………….………………………..9 

Laying the foundation for a theoretical model……….………………………...………..9 

The Doherty & Beaton coparenting model………………..……………………….........10 

 Social constructionism……………………………………………….…………………… 11 

 Family development theory…………………………………………….………………… 12 

 Family systems theory……………………………………………………………….……. 14 

 Family/human ecology theories……………………………………………………….… 16 

 The Doherty & Beaton model: What’s missing?...................................................... 17 

A new model for separation and divorce……………………………………………….. 19 

Contextual factors……………………………………….................................................21 

  Justice & fairness………………………………………………………………….21 

  Gender………………………………………………………………………………21 

  Power, conflict & violence……………………………………………………….22 

  Legal norms……………………………………….……………………………….22 

“Coparenting” to custodial arrangement……………………………………………….23 

  Motivations & commitment………………………………………………..24 

  New partners……………………………………………………………….24 

Child Factors………………………………………………………………………………..25 

  Agency & power of the child………………………………………………25 

  Bidirectionality revised…………………………………………………….25 

Siblings……………………………………………………………………………………….26 

Partner/Children of child…………………………………………………………………. 26 



 

 

 

vi 

The research questions & objectives………………………………………………..26 

Transitions……………………………………………………………………………….27 

Relationships……………………………………………………………………………. 27 

Fairness and the child’s best interests…………………………………………………... 27 

How the model informs the methodology…………………………………………..28 

References………………………………………………………………………….. 30 

 

Part II: Journal Articles 

Paper #1 

Is Shared Custody the ‘Alchemy’ of Family Law? Interviews with Young Adults 

Suggest Opportunities, but No Golden Formulas……………...…..…………... 38 

Abstract…………………………………………………………………………….. 39 

Introduction………………………………………………………………………… 40 

Method……………………………………………………………………………... 43 

Participant criteria………………………………………………………………………. 43 

Participants……………………………………….…………………………………….. 44 

Data collection & Analysis…………..…………………………………………………. 44 

Results……………………………………………………………………………… 46 

Initial custody decision-making: The impact of parental choice……………………46 

 Custodial trajectories………………………………………………………………………47 

Transitions: The elements that influence movement in and out of shared custody…48 

Situational elements…………………………………………………………………….. 48 

 Proximity of parents and convenience………………………………………………….. 49 

 Sense of ‘home’………………………………………………………………………….….50 

The element of flexibility………………………………………………...……………...51 

 Flexibility and ‘managing’ conflict………………………………………………………52 

 Inflexibility…………………………………………………………………………………..53 

Maturation and changing perceptions of fairness………………………………………. 53 

Relationships and affection: The elements of ‘push’ and ‘pull’………………………... 55 

Rigid arrangements: The element of ‘imposed’ stability……………………………..... 56 

Discussion……………………………………………………………………….…. 58 

Limitations……………………………………………………………………………… 59 

Implications for practice & policy……………………………………………………… 59 



 

 

 

vii 

Conclusions………………………………………………………………………… 60 

References………………………………………………………………..………… 61 

 

Paper #2 

“Managing-up:” Young Adult Children Who Experienced Shared Custody Reflect on 

Their Efforts to Make Family Relations Work……......………………………... 65 
Abstract…………………………………………………………………………….. 66 

Introduction………………………………………………………………………… 67 

Method………………………………………………………………………………69 

Participant criteria………………………………………………………………………..69 

Participants……………………………………………….………………………………70 

Participants’ custodial trajectories……………………………………………………….70 

Data collection………………………………………………………………………….. 70 

Analysis………………………………………………………………………………… 71 

Results……………………………………………………………………………… 72 

Relationships with parents……………………………………………………………… 73 

 Living in shared custody: 50/50 is equal love…………………………………………. 73 

 Not being able to share their true feelings………………………………………………74 

 Managing the parent-to-parent relationship……………………………………………75 

 Relationship preservation with their father…………………………………………….. 77 

Managing the sibling relationship: A unique bond…………………………………….. 79 

 Sacrificing for their sibling: So they are not “alone”…………………………………80 

 Protecting siblings from parental conflict………………………………………………81 

Discussion…………………………………………………………………………..83 

Conclusions…………………………………………………………………………85 

References………………………………………………………………………….. 86 

 

 



 

 

 

viii 

Paper #3 

Custodial Decision-Making and Fairness: Young Adults Who Lived in Shared 

Custody Give Their “Expert” Opinions………………………………………… 89 

Abstract…………………………………………………………………………….. 90 

Introduction………………………………………………………………………… 91 

Making the case for inclusion of children’s voices…………………………………….. 91 

Accessing a child’s vies and how to incorporate in legal decision-making……………. 91 

The ideological assumptions of shared custody and the implications  

for children’s decision-making…………………………………………………………. 92 

Finding ways to ‘hear’ children’s voices in this research………………………………. 93 

Research questions…………………………………………………………………. 93 

Method…………………………………………………………………………….. 94 

Participant criteria……………………………………………………………………… 94 

Participants……………………………………………………………………………... 95 

Data collection…………………………………………………………………………. 95 

Analysis………………………………………………………………………………… 96 
Results……………………………………………………………………………… 96 

Children 13 years and under and decision-making……………………………….……. 97 

 Consultation: Process versus outcome………………………………………………..... 97 

 The burdens and benefits of “choice”………………………………………………….. 98 

 Lack of consultation………………………………………………………………………. 100 

Adolescence:  

Consultation in the decision-making process and revisiting arrangements…………... 101 

 Shared custody for young children; choice for adolescents………………………..…101 

 Routine for young children, flexibility for adolescents……………………………….. 102 

 Adolescents and their ‘best interests’…………………………………………….……... 103 

Tradeoffs: Fairness, justice and the child’s best interests……………………………….104 

 “Selfish parental behaviours”………………………………………………………..…..104 

 Emotional fairness versus the fairness of “equal” time……………………………… 104 

 The fairness of shared custody…………………………………………………………...105 

Utilizing a third-party consultant……………………………………………………….. 106 

Discussion………………………………………………………………………...... 107 

Adolescents and revisiting arrangements………………………………………………. 108 



 

 

 

ix 

Implications for Policy and Practice……………………………………………….. 109 

How presumptive shared custody bypasses children’s voices…………………………. 110 

The child’s voice and the use of child-inclusive “third party” mediation……………… 110 

Conclusions………………………………………………………………………… 111 

References………………………………………………………………………….. 111 

 

Part III: Discussion 

Final Thoughts:  

An Overarching Discussion of the Linkages and Lessons Learned…………… 115 

Introduction……………………………………………………………….... ……... 116 

The Whitehead model revisited and linkages to this research…………………....... 116 

Conducting emotionally sensitive research:  

The impact of the participants’ experiences on the researcher…………….…… 117 

Implications for the model…………………………………………………………….... 119 

The facets of ‘time’ and implications for parent-child relations………………........ 119 

Implications for the model……………………………………………………………… 122 

Implications for policy & practice………………………………………………............ 122 

The ‘good divorce’ narrative and children’s experiences of shared custody………. 123 

Implications for the model……………………………………………………………… 125 

Implications for policy & practice……………………………………………………… 126 

A need for parental education…………………………………………………………... 127 

Shared care and the Fathers’ Rights Movement: A rebuttal……………………….. 128 

Implications for policy & practice……………………………………………………… 130 

A child-centric versus parent-centric orientation:  

Additional revisions to the Whitehead model…………………………………... 131 

The sibling relationship…………………………………………………………...……. 132 

Ethics of justice and care: “The fairness continuums”…………………………….. 133 

Future data analysis………………………………………………………………… 134 

Money & child support…………………………………………………………………. 135 

Divergent sibling trajectories…………………………………………………………… 135 

The role of attachment in shared custodial decisions…………………………………... 135 

References…………………………………………………………………………. 137 



 

 

 

x 

Appendices 

Appendix 1:  Revised Model: Influences on Custodial Decision-making and Post-

Separation Familial Relations……………………………………………………… 142 

Appendix 2:  Recruitment Poster…………………………………………………... 143 

Appendix 3:  Interview Package (including Background Questionnaire)…………. 144 

Appendix 4:  Interview Schedule……………………………………………………163 

 
List of Figures 

Figure 1: Doherty & Beaton: Influences on the co-parental relationship………….. 18  

Figure 2: Model: Influences on the shared custody coparenting relationship……. 20 

Figure 3: Revised Model: Influences on custodial decision-making and postseparation 

familial relations…………………………………………………………………… 142 

 

 
 
 



 

 

 

1 

Part I: Introduction 
 
 

A Theoretical Framework for Mapping 
 

The Complexities of Shared Custody 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

 

 

2 

Dissertation Structure 
This dissertation has been constructed around a new emerging model of creating journal-

ready articles. The articles are situated within broader theoretical discussions that are 
anchored by an introduction and a final discussion chapter. This format is designed to 
enhance knowledge mobilization efforts by ensuring a more timely transition from 
dissertation creation to publication. This format also encourages and supports new 
researchers to acquire important publication writing skills and become comfortable and 
more adept at presenting their work within the parameters that journals require.  
 

This dissertation is comprised of five parts: 
1) An introduction that provides an overarching theoretical framework for the entire 

dissertation. This incorporates three elements: 1) a literature review, 2) construction 
of a theoretical model that synthesizes the numerous facets of custody and post-
separation family relations, and 3) the epistemological and methodological 
orientation that influenced the research design. 
 

2) Three self-contained papers with distinct research questions, literature review and 
results and discussion. In each paper I address one of the three broad research 
questions that focused on transitions, relationships and fairness. The papers are as 
follows: 
I. Is shared custody the ‘alchemy’ of family law? Interviews with young adults 

suggest opportunities, but no golden formulas  
II. “Managing-up:” Young adult children who experienced shared custody reflect  

on their efforts to make family relations work 
III. Custodial decision-making and fairness: Young adults who lived in shared 

custody give their “expert” opinions 
  

3) In the final chapter I conclude this dissertation with an overarching discussion to tie 
the theoretical model and three papers together. This chapter is an opportunity to 
focus on various concepts that arise in discussions around separation and divorce 
and shared custody (e.g., time, the narrative of the ‘good divorce’ etc.). Within each 
of those topics I elucidate what this research has done to better understand the 
model and articulate strengths and weaknesses of the model, including areas in need 
of revision or refinement. I also provide commentary on how this research might be 
carried forward in terms of implications for policy and practice. Finally, this chapter 
also serves as a forum to share reflective “lessons learned” during the course of the 
research. 

 
Shared custody: A Socio-cultural shift and the impetus for this research 

Over the last 20 years, one of the most significant shifts in parenting after separation1 
has been the movement to encourage both parents to actively share parenting 
                                                        
1 Separation will be used throughout this dissertation to connote those situations where parents are no longer 
sharing their parenting in the context of a coupled partnership whether never having lived together, following 
dissolution of a common-law relationship, married but never divorced or having taken the steps of legal 
separation and divorce. It is important to acknowledge that “separation” is not merely a one-point-in-time 
state (the act of separating) but covers the child’s lifetime as it is anticipated that parents and their children 
may undergo multiple decision-making points as the separation/divorce progresses.  
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responsibilities. While any type of post-separation parenting can be regarded as shared, 
there are important legal distinctions in these types of arrangements. Joint legal custody, 
which can be granted by courts or agreed to by parents, pertains to the decision-making 
regarding important aspects of the child’s life, such as education, medical care, or religious 
upbringing. Data from the 2006 census indicates that by 2003, 44% of Canadian children 
were in joint legal custody (Milan, Vezina & Wells, 2007). Joint legal custody, however, is 
distinct from the custodial, or living arrangement that a child has. There is no legal 
definition of shared “physical” custody (hereinafter referred to as shared custody) in the 
Canadian Federal Divorce Act, but it is widely interpreted to mean the roughly equal 
sharing of the child’s time. In Canada, the threshold for shared custody is a minimum 40/60 
split in the child’s time up to an equal 50/50 split. This definition has largely come about 
due to the implementation of the Federal Child Support Guidelines2 wherein a parent could 
seek a reduction in the table amount of child support to be paid once the paying parent had 
passed the 40 percent threshold (see Whitehead, 2010). As Rogerson (1998) noted the 
section 9 provision under the Guidelines was heavily lobbied for by fathers’ rights groups. 
In turn, section 9 has been the most heavily litigated section, with parents (primarily 
fathers) seeking shared custody and a concomitant reduction in child support (Hart- 
Wensley, 2004/2005). Some of these cases have not been motivated by the ‘best interests of 
the child.’ For instance, some parents have sought to have time “recalculated” (e.g., seeking 
to exclude the hours when a child sleeps or attends school or daycare) thereby “passing” the 
40% threshold without actually taking on more child care (see Whitehead, 2010). This has 
left some critics of this provision querying whether some clients seeking shared custody are 
primarily motivated by reductions in child support, and not the child’s well-being 
(Rogerson, 1998) and why this arrangement may be vulnerable to not working. Such 
motivations have resulted in judges ordering sole- custody rather than shared custody (Saini 
& Birnbaum, 2005). It also been well documented that greater father-child contact also 
gives rise to more reliable and consistent child support (Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992). 
      

Shared custody is a complicated arrangement and there are many factors that influence 
whether parents choose to undertake and maintain this custodial situation. This section will 
canvas what we appear to know about shared custodial arrangements with a view to 
explaining why they are still a minority of post-separation care arrangements, their apparent 
fragility, and the competing socio-political context that has seen Father’s Rights Groups 
lobby for changes to the Divorce Act despite these aspects. 

 
The viability of shared custody. In Canada, there has only been a small increase in the 

number of families entering into shared custody: from 9% in the early 1990s to 13% in the 
late 1990s (Juby, Marcil-Gratton & Le Bourdais, 2004). Rates of shared custody have not 
increased significantly into this decade; data from the 2006 Census indicates that 14% of 
families are living in shared custody (Robinson, 2009). Among these families 93% report 
that they share decision-making responsibilities (Robinson, 2009). 

 
     The lack of stability associated with shared custody arrangements has been puzzling for 
researchers. Juby et al.’s (2004) analysis of data from the National Longitudinal Study of 

                                                        
2 The Federal Child Support Guidelines, SOR/97-175 are regulations pursuant to the Divorce 
Act, R.S.C. 1985, c. 3 (2nd Supp.). 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Children and Youth (NLSCY) suggests there may be limitations associated with the shared 
custody experience as they appear to be more fragile and of shorter duration than other 
custodial arrangements (e.g., sole parental custody). Notably, Juby et al. (2004) report that 
most families who started in shared custody shifted into sole parent custody within a few 
years after the separation. During the first two years, 85% of shared arrangements remained 
intact. As post-separation parenting entered its second and third years only 37% of families 
remained in shared custody; in the fourth and fifth years this had decreased to 13%. After 
the sixth year or more, only 8% remained in shared custody. Other research supports the 
finding of relative stability in the short term (e.g., 2 to 3 years) (Berger, Brown, Joung, 
Melli & Wimer, 2008; Gill, 2004), leaving open the question of what those arrangements 
look like over the longer term and the potential impact that changes in family 
circumstances and child development may have had in altering arrangements over time. 
Maccoby and Mnookin’s (1992) research found similar levels of instability in their sample 
of children in California who had lived in dual residence; half of the children had 
experienced some change in their residential arrangements during the three years of the 
research study. Smyth (2009) has similarly commented on the transitory nature of shared 
custody arrangements among Australian families and the need for research. 
 

Lobbying efforts for a rebuttable presumption. There has been a lack of uptake of shared 
custody by families coupled with a tenuous likelihood that shared custody will work as a 
long-term arrangement. Furthermore, courts have consistently demonstrated a reluctance to 
order shared custody for parents in conflict (Saini & Birnbaum, 2005).3 Despite these 
realities, there have been earnest lobbying efforts seeking dramatic legislative change to 
implement a rebuttable presumption for mandatory shared custody. In Canada, this has 
directly translated into socio-political lobbying to legislate amendments that would invoke 
a rebuttable presumption for shared custody. A Private Member’s Bill4, introduced into 
Federal Parliament in June 2009 sought amendments to the Divorce Act that would have 
prescribed equal shared custody as the default custodial arrangement for children, except in 
cases where one parent refutes that option or where there is proven neglect or abuse 
rendering a parent unsuitable. Without the endorsement of the government5 it was unlikely 
to pass, but such efforts speak to the magnitude of the changes that are being sought. This 
movement for mandatory shared custody is a justice cause that has also found a strong 
foothold in other common law countries.6 Most notable is Australia’s Family Law 

                                                        
3 For example see the Ontario Court of Appeal decision of Kaplanis v. Kaplanis (CanLII 1625, 2005) that 
overturned a lower court ruling that had ordered highly conflicted parents to share custody and attend 
parenting classes. The Ontario Court of Appeal ruled that parents who have a demonstrated history of failure 
to cooperate should not share custody as they have not shown that they are able to act in the child’s best 
interests. 
4 Bill C-422 An Act to amend the Divorce Act (equal parenting) and to make consequential amendments to 
other Acts. Introduced and first reading in the House of Commons June 16, 2009 by Maurice Vellacott, MP 
Saskatoon-Wanuskewin. Reinstated 3/3/2010. 
5 Former Minister of Justice, Martin Cauchon, in 2002, introduced Bill C-22, An Act to Amend the Divorce 
Act. The amendments specifically excluded introducing a presumption for shared custody on the basis that no 
one parenting arrangement is better and that a focus on parental rights should not override a child’s best 
interests (see Rhoades & Boyd, 2004). 
6 Common law refers to the British legal tradition of deciding cases on legal precedent or past case law so that 
cases with similar facts are bound to follow previous decisions. Countries such as Canada, the United States, 
England and Australia, have a strong tradition of utilizing precedent in judicial decision-making.  
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Amendment (Shared Parental Responsibility Act, 2006), which enacted extensive changes, 
including a presumption for shared parenting responsibility, or, at a minimum, “substantial 
and significant time” (McIntosh, 2009, p. 390).  

 
It has been identified that these changes have been largely spearheaded at the behest of 

the Father’s Rights Movement that has sought greater post-separation father involvement 
due to perceived inequities in family law courts (Bala, 1999; Boyd, 2006; Erera & Baum, 
2009; Geldhof, 2003; McIntosh, 2009; Rathus, 2010; Rhoades & Boyd, 2004). A number 
of social changes are also implicated in driving this movement. On the one hand, a concern 
about disappearing dads and the plight of fatherlessness has driven policy makers to view 
shared custody (along with child support) as a form of ‘legal glue’ by which to anchor 
fathers to their children (Collier, 2001; Dewar, 2000; Smyth, 2009). On the other hand, the 
promotion of involved fathering and the tendency to view all fathering as “good enough” 
fathering has been couched within the increased use of gender-neutral language and the 
concept of parental equality (Collier, 2001; Smyth, 2009). For women, increased female 
labour force participation and greater gender role equality in family caregiving has also 
contributed (Juby, Le Bourdais, Marcil-Gratton, 2005b; Marshall, 2006). 

  
In some jurisdictions, a move towards mandatory shared custody also ties in with the 

wider legal movement towards less judicial discretion and more rule oriented family law 
that is seen as expeditious and administratively adept as well as fair (Dewar, 2000; Rathus, 
2010). Furthermore, the overall perception that shared custody is the preferred or ideal 
arrangement for parents and in the best interests of children because of its perceived 
inherent fairness, the absence of winners or losers, and the arrangement most likely to 
facilitate ongoing relationships has received increased, though certainly not uniform, 
support (Fabricius & Hall, 2000; Melli & Brown, 2008; Kruk, 2005, 2008; Kurki-Sounio, 
2000; Smart, 2004). Smyth (2004, p. 19) critically notes the general (though superficial) 
perception that it is the “Rolls-Royce” model of post-separation parenting. Recent research 
by Braver and colleagues lends support to this assumption amongst the lay general public 
who when asked to offer their opinions are apt to favour shared care (Braver, Ellman, 
Votruba & Fabricius, 2011). 

  
Support for shared custody has also been grounded in research that has found better 

outcomes for children in this arrangement. Some research has found better behavioural, 
academic and emotional outcomes for children who have lived in shared custody7, as 
compared to single parent custody, including better parent-child relations and closer ties to 
fathers (Bauserman, 2002; Breivik & Olweus, 2006; Fabricius and Luecken, 2007). Other 
researchers have concluded that there is no benefit for children in shared custody compared 
to children in sole parent custody or dual-intact families suggesting that shared custody 
does not confer better outcomes (Neoh & Mellor, 2010) and that low conflict, positive 
parent-child relations and economic stability are better predictors of good child outcomes, 
although shared custody does tend to “preserve” father-child contact (Buchanan & Jahromi, 

                                                        
7 One ongoing issue in data collection regarding shared custody is the wide variation in what proportion of 
time actually constitutes the arrangement. For instance, Bauserman (2002) sets the shared custody threshold at 
25% as compared to the 40% threshold in Canada. Furthermore, of the 33 studies in Bauserman’s study, 23 of 
the studies were unpublished, thus calling into question the rigor of the overall findings.  
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2008). It has been challenged, however, that parents who share custody successfully are a 
small minority that “self-select” this care arrangement because they live in close proximity, 
have the financial resources, better parental emotional and physical health, are child-
focused, the father is viewed as competent by the mother and parental conflict is low (Juby 
et al., 2005b; Melli & Brown, 2008; Moyer, 2004; Saini & Birnbaum, 2005; Smyth, 2004 
in McIntosh & Chisholm, 2008 at p. 38). Over time, shared custodial arrangements are 
becoming more common among lower income families (Melli & Brown, 2008). In contrast, 
a poor co-parenting relationship characterized by high levels of conflict is unlikely to 
undertake shared custody (Fabricius & Luecken, 2007; McIntosh & Chisholm, 2008). 
Research on shared care among high conflict families with school aged children has 
identified that the children report lower levels of feeling ‘caught in the middle’ as 
compared to children living primarily with one parent, but after four years the children in 
shared care experienced no decrease while children in the other group experienced marked 
decreases (McIntosh, Smyth, Kelaher, Wells & Long, 2010). Trinder has identified that the 
families that comprised this earlier research were likely “early adopters” of shared custody 
and speculated that their motivations to make it work differed from many of today’s 
families that are more likely to find themselves in a shared care situation after “agreeing” to 
it in mediation or upon court order (Trinder, 2010). 

 
     The need for more research. The changes being sought are significant, yet the available 
research on shared custody in Canada is paltry (see Gill, 2004; Moyer, 2004; Juby et al., 
2004) and only just coming to fruition in other jurisdictions such as Australia (Cashmore et 
al., 2010; Kaspiew, Gray, Weston, Moloney, Hand & Qu, 2009; Smyth, 2009), the United 
States (Berger, Brown, Young, Melli & Wimer, 2008) and Norway (Breivik & Olweus, 
2006) (see reviews by Benjamin & Irving, 1989; Fehlberg, Smyth, Maclean & Roberts, 
2011; Gilmore, 2006; Nielsen, 2010; Trinder, 2010). Most perplexing is the paradox 
between a custodial arrangement that on its face seems the most patently “fair” and 
equitable for both parents and children (Fabricius, 2003), yet demonstrates incongruity in 
terms of its stability. The fairness standard has been encapsulated within the placard of 
equality, particularly parental equality between mothers and fathers in relation to their 
children. For instance, shared custody has been endorsed by some academics primarily on 
the basis of its inherent “fairness” (Fabricius & Hall, 2000; Kruk, 2005, 2008). Fairness, 
and other assumptions and myths, however, can circumvent the opportunity to probe more 
deeply to understand the “lived reality of families” and to understand the logistics of the 
arrangement and the characteristics of parents and children for whom this does and does 
not work (Rhoades & Boyd, 2004, p. 120). Australia’s 2006 sweeping legislative changes 
prescribing shared custody are now being evaluated and found to be wanting for children 
under the age of four years (McIntosh & Chisholm, 2008; McIntosh, 2009). Recent 
longitudinal research from Australia, following the 2006 legislative changes, indicates that 
rates of shared custody are increasing, but continues to be the minority arrangement for 
separated families (Weston, et al., 2011). More specifically, most children in shared care 
(59%) were under 5 years of age and only 5% were 15-17 years of age. Even prior to the 
advent of the new legislation, families utilizing shared custody were far more likely to do 
so for school aged children (0.9% in 1997 to 5.5% in 2006-07) than for adolescent children 
15-17 years (0.2% in 1997 to 1.8% in 2006-07). Overall, pre- or post- presumption 
indicates consistently low uptake for adolescent children in Australia.  
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     Given the scale of legislative amendments that have been lobbied for, there is an 
imperative to learn more about the shared custody experience. Change over time appears to 
be an important aspect of the shared custody arrangement with relative stability in the short 
term, but considerable change when the arrangement extends beyond a few years. Very 
little is known about how and why these changes happen, although it has been suggested 
that parents “drop out” of the arrangement over time (Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992). 
Furthermore, while the impetus for mandatory shared custody is predicated on the 
preservation and building of parent-child relationships, there is very little evidence about 
the relationships those children have with their parents, step-parents and siblings. Finally, 
there is much discussion about the implicit fairness in sharing time equally in shared 
custody, yet, there is little information from the children who have lived this arrangement 
to give researchers, policy makers, lawyer and judges, insight as to what children actually 
perceive as fair for them and for their parents in the decision-making process. 
 

The need for the child’s perspective. Limiting the scope of parenting research to 
measuring the extent or absence of conflict and the ability of parents to coparent effectively 
ignores the other processes and aspects of family life and development that may be having 
a significant impact on custodial decisions that are being made. Furthermore, focusing only 
on the parents ignores the role that the children themselves may have in the type of 
custodial arrangement forged and maintained or altered. As Kuczynski and Daly (2003) 
note, a focus on parents’ thought processes has often ignored the “thinking child’s” 
perspective of their experiences of relationships. Furthermore, Lollis & Kuczynski (1997) 
have asserted that qualitative research from a bidirectional perspective “leads to a 
sensitivity of the agency and power of each participant in a relationship and also to an 
interest in thought processes, not just behaviours” (p. 455). 

 
     Investigating children’s perspectives of the divorce experience has expanded our 
understanding of the effects that parental separation has on children (Cartwright, 2006; 
Fabricius & Hall, 2000; Hogan, Halpenny & Green, 2003; Neoh & Mellor, 2010; Smart, 
2006; Smart, Neale, & Wade, 2001; Wallerstein & Blakeslee, 1990). Expanding that 
inquiry to adults, and asking them to comment on their experiences, has added insight to 
understanding what children think about how separation issues affect them (Ahrons, 2004; 
Cartwright 2006; Marquardt, 2005; Schmeeckle, 2007). The use of college aged students 
has been central in research on children’s experiences of divorce by Fabricius and his 
colleagues (Fabricius, Braver & Deneau, 2003;  Fabricius & Hall, 2000). These data, 
however, have been collected through the use of surveys with large classes. Efforts to 
understand the more nuanced explanations of the child’s experience have not been a part of 
their research. Including children’s voices in custody and access proceedings has also been 
proffered for rights-based reasons, articulated by the 1989 United Nations Convention on 
the Rights of the Child, stating that children are entitled to have a say in decisions that 
affect their lives and in accordance with the principle of the best interests of the child 
(Kurki-Sounio, 2000; O’Connor, 2004).  Nevertheless, concerns have been raised about 
soliciting a child’s opinion, particularly when they are asked about parental preference. For 
example, a child may express a wish for one parent that may have only some connection to 
their own best interests, but may reflect the perceived need to protect a vulnerable parent or 
a desire to live with the parent perceived as being fun or lax in discipline (Warshak, 2003). 
Regardless, children’s perceptions and realities have been identified as more accurate 
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barometers of their own well-being than relying solely on parental reports. For example, 
Wild and Richards’ (2003) research on children’s perceptions of inter-parental conflict 
found that the child’s perceptions of marital conflict were more closely related to the 
child’s adjustment than the parents’ ratings of conflict. 
 
     The lack of Canadian children’s perspectives about their divorce experience has been 
highlighted; Gill’s (2004) report on the experiences of parents sharing custody noted the 
expressed interest by the Department of Justice Canada in the possibility of obtaining 
information directly from children as part of a national research project. Juby et al., (2005b) 
have expressed the need for qualitative research to delve beneath the statistics so that we 
can better understand the transitory nature of shared custodial arrangements. This 
dissertation research represents one of the first efforts to interview young adult Canadians, 
who have lived in shared custody, about their experience and perspectives. 
  
     One of the on-going challenges for those concerned with family law issues is how to 
incorporate the perspectives of children in the adult-situated arenas of policy formulation, 
legislative reforms, judicial decisions and parenting plans. Early research by Wallerstein & 
Blakeslee (1990) and more recent research by Smart (2006) have recognized the role that 
children have in positioning themselves as part of the divorce story. Smart’s (2006) 
research on children of divorce has found that, over time, children construct and reconstruct 
the narrative of the divorce event and the impact it has had on their lives. This study will 
allow these young adults to recount their past experiences and allow them to reflexively 
interpret their divorce and custodial experiences. Their stories should yield insights of how 
custodial arrangements are established, maintained or changed over time and what factors 
appear to have influenced these events and the relationship with their parents. 
 

The goal of this research. The goal in undertaking this research is to gain insight and 
understanding about young adult’s experiences of shared custody and to explain 
participants’ behaviours, attitudes, and motivations. This research comes at a critical 
juncture wherein the changes being sought are substantial, but the research is still in its 
infancy as researchers continue to flesh out how the best interests of children and families 
can be best served after separation and divorce. 

  
     A theoretical perspective is important for grounding research. It provides a framework 
for how the research questions will be examined (LaRossa, 2005). While some researchers 
advocate that qualitative work start as a ‘blank slate’ without delving into past research, the 
field of separation and divorce has been heavily studied. Therefore, building on what is 
known and carving out what is still unknown allows one to anchor the research, and not 
merely duplicate what has already been done (LaRossa, 2005). 
 

Shared custody has been portrayed as an equitable solution for parents to care for their 
children after separation and, yet, there is very little research about the child’s perspective 
about the efficacy of these arrangements (Neoh & Mellor, 2010). Furthermore, custodial 
decisions have often been conceptualized and treated pragmatically as one-point-in-time 
decisions that remain stable over the child’s life. Some families, however, may encounter a 
dynamic evolution of custodial arrangements that is functional for the children and their 
families as they shift arrangements to deal with issues of conflict, children’s needs and 
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wishes and changes with partnering, work or mobility. Demo, Aquilino and Fine (2005) 
have identified that research on divorce (and other family compositions such a single-
parent, gay and lesbian, stepfamilies) tends to be cross-sectional, often ignoring family 
transitions and parent-child trajectories. As the authors note, 

  
An overreliance on comparisons of family structures thus hinders our ability to 
understand the fluid, shifting patterns of individuals’ living arrangements, the 
changes in their relationships, and the consequences for their well-being. We 
believe that theoretical considerations of family composition and structure need 
to place far greater emphasis on transition and change. (p. 126) 
 

Seltzer and her colleagues have echoed the call for researchers to investigate and 
incorporate an understanding of family change and transitions in their research (Seltzer et 
al., 2005).  
 

Ultimately, as Coller poignantly asked,  
The essential questions are no longer those of whether such custody 
arrangements can work, but of how and under what circumstances they do 
work; how the courts, clinicians, and parents themselves can make them work 
better; and what the criteria for their proscription should be. (1988, p. 459)  
 

Tying the facets of the separation experience together: The value of a theoretical 
model 

It is virtually impossible to conduct research on separation, custody and parenting in a 
vacuum – quite simply, this area of familial research has long dominated the field of social 
and legal inquiry. Pulling together the research and key facets into a unified model that can 
help frame and illustrate our understanding of separation and divorce is an important step. 
There are many domains that impact on the processes and experiences of parental 
separation: political, social, familial, individual and legal aspects. Together, these facets 
work in a complex interplay that is not easily articulated as changing one facet can alter 
others. Because of this complexity there is a need for a model that attempts to start to 
articulate and diagram the many features that ought to be considered: family dynamics, 
individual factors, time, socio-legal norms and social constructs. A model can also serve as 
a framework for greater theoretical sensitivity (Daly, 2007). Theoretical sensitivity is 
achieved and maintained by attention to personal and professional experience, existing 
research literature and relevant concepts and theoretical perspectives as well as continuous 
interactions with the data through both data collection and analysis (Strauss & Corbin, 
1990). 

 
The purpose of creating the model is not for testing or verification. Rather, this model 

serves two key purposes: 1) a sensitizing lens by which to examine the parts individually, 
and where possible in relation to other parts; and 2) to bring together numerous theories 
that may explicate the complex dynamic, and to discuss, where possible, how they 
influence or work in tandem with other parts of the model. 

 
Laying the foundation for a theoretical model. Creating a model is a multi-stage process. 

One looks to other researchers for initial thoughts about how one should approach such an 
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exercise. Early in the proposal phase for this dissertation, discussions with Dr. John Beaton 
led me to his model on co-parenting that he had constructed with his colleague, Dr. William 
Doherty (Doherty & Beaton, 2004). I immediately saw value in what he had presented. 
Discussions about the viability of shared custody often invoke the concept of coparenting 
as the central focus – both in terms of parental rights and obligations and for the practical 
assumption that parents are key players in making shared custody work (Smart, 2004) and 
maintaining father-child contact (Sobolewski & King, 2005). Much of this coparenting 
aspect focuses on the presence or absence of conflict (Amato, Kane & James, 2011).  

 
This next section will discuss what the Doherty and Beaton model had to offer as a 

starting point for the construction of a model. Over time, as this author further considered 
using this model as a way to ground her own research, it became apparent that there were 
significant gaps in utilizing this model as a way to capture all of the facets of the post-
separation family and those elements that were important to consider. Therefore, there are 
two parts to this discussion: 1) a review of the key parts of the Doherty and Beaton model 
and the features that are important to this research; and 2) a review of the elements that are 
missing in the Doherty and Beaton model that are critical, not only to this research, but to 
research on post-separation families. Both of these analyses will delve into the research to 
further elucidate the complexities associated with custodial decision-making. This will 
culminate in the creation of the tentative model that is discussed in this introduction and 
further reviewed and analyzed in the final Discussion chapter of this dissertation. 

 
1. The Doherty & Beaton coparenting model. The concept of coparenting is the process 

by which parents negotiate and structure their parenting resources. Coparenting has been 
the focus of considerable research in the post-divorce family (Amato, Kane & James, 2011; 
Doherty & Beaton, 2004; Margolin, Gordis & John, 2001). The examinations of conflict 
and cooperation as the roots of successful or unsuccessful coparenting after separation have 
been central (Fabricius & Luecken, 2007; Coller, 1988; Madden-Derdich & Leonard, 
2002). Margolin et al. (2001) suggests that “a major difference between coparenting and 
marital relationships is that effective coparenting is motivated by concern for the welfare of 
the child” (p. 4). The concept of coparenting, particularly the more intensive parenting 
required for successful shared custody, is influenced by more than simply whether two 
parents can get along. Sobolewski & King (2005 at p. 1198) define cooperative coparenting 
as the “ability of mothers and non-resident fathers to actively engage in order to share 
childrearing responsibilities.” 
      

As Doherty and Beaton (2004) discuss, research has tended to focus on dyads, such as 
the marital relationship or on one parent and one child, a limiting focus when considering 
the complexity of family relationships. For instance, how the quality of marital 
relationships influence parental involvement and child outcomes has evolved as a key 
factor in discussions about effective coparenting (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Amato & 
Sobolewski, 2001; Booth & Amato, 1994, 2001). The complexity of merging development 
and family system theories was acknowledged by Belsky (1981, as cited in Doherty & 
Beaton, 2004). In particular, Belsky proposed that in order to understand parenting, one had 
to consider parents’ developmental histories, personalities, marital relations, employment 
characteristics, social networks, and the child characteristics. 
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Doherty and Beaton (2004) have identified four key conceptual frameworks that 
underpin discussions about coparenting: 1) Social constructionism; 2) Family development 
theories; 3) Family systems theories; and 4) Family/Human ecology theories. Each of these 
conceptual frameworks will be discussed and their relevance to this research outlined. 
Following this discussion the frameworks will be consolidated into a single model to 
outline the various nexus points as to how these interact and influence this research. 

 
Social constructionism. This perspective emphasizes the shared construction of a social 

reality by the participants in a relationship. Within this perspective “social roles are created 
through ongoing interaction and through the negotiation of mutual expectations in the 
context of broader cultural norms” (Doherty & Beaton, 2004, p. 273). It is acknowledged 
that the social norms for the post-divorce family are constantly evolving (Thompson & 
Amato, 1999). Whereas there was once a presumption that mothers should have complete 
care of children following divorce (Boyd, 2003), the shift towards two active and involved 
parents reflects a social and normative shift around parenting that starts in two parent 
families and is being carried over into the area of separation. This should be interpreted 
with caution. This is not to say that all families have enacted equal parental engagement 
pre-separation or that all parents want to equally share parenting post-separation. To the 
contrary, the true sharing of parenting can run against other post-separation norms, 
including the expectation that for some individuals divorce represents a “fresh start” which 
may not be facilitated in the context of an intensive coparenting relationship (Aydintug, 
1995).  

 
The implications for post-separation family reconstruction is best viewed through the 

lens of powerful social constructions. For instance, the concepts of relationships, parenting, 
equality, fairness, justice, the idea of love as “time with” the child,  and the legal and social 
notion of “the best interests of the child” are constructed and reconstructed by society, 
parents and the children themselves (Bainham, Lindley, Richards & Trinder, 2003; Kelly, 
1997). One ongoing social construction is the way in which divorce is viewed as a social 
problem. As Coltrane and Adams (2003) discuss, the divorce “problem” has, in part,  

 
Been constructed within specific historical and cultural contexts, suggesting that 
recent acceptance of expert advice about the long-term consequences of divorce 
for children has been facilitated by the rise of morality politics, which we see as 
a reaction to cultural anxiety caused by women’s increasing independence from 
men (p. 363). 
 
Gendered parenting behaviour is also of central significance. Research has confirmed 

that mothers’ perception about father involvement is important for shared custody (Juby et 
al., 2005b; Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992). Effective coparenting after separation, however, is 
sometimes hampered by the “lack of socially established norms to guide parental roles after 
divorce” which often differs for men and women (Madden-Derdich & Leonard, 2002, p. 
38). The fact that fathers are still seen to have a main breadwinning role with deference to 
mothers and stepmothers to assume the work caring for children leads Schmeekle (2007) to 
conclude: 
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Although more gender-balanced practices of physical custody might lead some 
children in stepfamilies to have more active relationships with their fathers 
because of more coresidence with them, this research suggests that unless 
practices of parenting undergo significant changes, there may continue to be a 
skew toward feminized parenting in stepfamilies. Thus, an increase in more 
active fathering may transform gender dynamics in stepfamilies more 
profoundly than a change in patterns of physical custody (p. 187). 

 
As Lewis and Welsh (2005) have concluded, there is tendency of fathers to express care for 
their children, but this is often passive care rather than active day-to-care associated with 
child rearing. This has tremendous significance for separated fathers who may not wish to 
assume increased parenting responsibilities, mirroring their efforts pre-separation. Of 
greater concern are those fathers who engage in little or low levels of day-to-day parenting 
in the marriage but expect an  equal allocation upon separation. As McIntosh and 
colleagues (2010) research has uncovered, attachment issues, particularly for children under 
the age of four are significant and shared care can disrupt a child’s security. Therefore, a 
father’s desire to share care may not be in a child’s best interests. 
      

In the context of this research, this framework is useful in examining and discussing the 
underlying beliefs, expectations and values that motivate behaviours with respect to the 
uptake of shared physical custody and other custodial arrangements by parents and 
children. In particular, the construction of fairness is a central focus. How is fairness 
defined? How is fairness defined from different perspectives: the parents? the children? 
How do children define custodial “fairness” (both for themselves and other children in a 
similar situation) particularly in the context of articulating what is fair for children while 
incorporating or balancing what they perceive as fair for parents? Does their perception of 
what is fair change over time? 

 
Family development theory. This perspective is used to explain the processes of change 

within families (Rodgers & White, 1993). Specifically, the focus is on the evolution of 
parents, children and their relationships over time by recognizing that the family, and its 
members, brings about change in structures and roles as they grow older and undergo 
transitions. Within the multilevel analysis this perspective expands to include changes that 
occur over time within families as well as the larger societal changes around social 
expectations that influence families and their members (Rodgers & White, 1993). In other 
words, parents and children experience maturation and transitions over their life course 
within a broader social milieu that also undergoes change (Demo et al., 2005). Much of the 
research on family development, however, has considered this life course perspective 
within the durable marital relationship, without appreciating the growth in other forms of 
family formations and dissolutions (Juby & Le Bourdais, 1998). The levels of analysis in 
family development encompass four areas: the individual family member, family 
relationships, the family group, and the institution of the family (Rodgers & White, 1993, 
p. 231). It is anticipated that understanding shared custody requires that one consider each 
of these spheres. As children enter their teenage years they often seek greater independence 
and separation from the family (individual) (Larson, Richards, Moneta, Holmbeck & 
Duckett, 1996). Parents also experience changes as they age and as responsibilities shift 
(individual and relationships). Furthermore, the family that existed at the time of the 
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divorce may in fact be very different five or ten years later as new family members in the 
form of new partners and additional children enter the family sphere (the family group). 
Finally, it is important to recognize that these changes take place within changing social 
norms about parenting and increased father involvement, the shift towards more shared 
custody and the legal construction of children’s best interests (institution).  
      

For all families, but particularly in the divorced family, transitions and changes must be 
accounted for, both for the divorce event itself as well as other events that impact family 
members. Rodgers and White (1993) cite Allison’s definition of an event: 

 
….an event consists of some qualitative change that occurs at a specific point 
in time. One would not ordinarily use the term “event” to describe a gradual 
change in some quantitative variable. The change must consist of a relatively 
sharp disjunction between what precedes and what follows (Allison, 1984, p. 9 
as cited in White & Rodgers, 1993, p. 238). 
 
One critical event is the introduction of a parent’s new partner. This is often a significant 

event that drastically alters family dynamics. The needs of children, as understood and 
addressed at the time of making custodial decisions, may have changed as they have aged 
and matured (Kelly, 1997). As a result, changes may have been made to address new 
changes within the family members themselves and within the dynamics of work, new 
family members and community. Within all families, but potentially more visibly in the 
divorced family, developmental changes within the child, as well as broader changes in 
parents and other family members, may have an effect on the needs, capabilities and desires 
of those members. Over time these developmental changes may have an impact on the 
custodial arrangements and what is perceived as the optimal arrangement. Nevertheless, 
negotiations to resolve custody at the beginning of the divorce often neglect that these 
changes will occur (Buchanan, Maccoby & Dornbusch, 1996; Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992). 
Furthermore, how such events impact various family members will be diverse – 
repartnering of a parent will certainly be perceived differently by the parent as opposed to 
the child, but even children within the same family, or the step-children, may have very 
different perspectives. 
      

One of the key areas of inquiry in this research study is the role that time (as related to 
development) and transitions play. In this research it is anticipated that family development 
influences may have a particularly strong impact on the navigation in or out of shared 
custody. Possible influences include the age of the children, with recognition that as the 
children age they may exert more agency in the decision-making around the type of 
custodial arrangement that they perceive to work best with their interests. It is also 
acknowledged that over time the parents may undergo developmental shifts with respect to 
work responsibilities, re-location, re-partnering and the possible addition of new family 
members should the new partner bring their own children into the family or the arrival of 
children from the new union. Juby, Le Bourdais and Marcil-Gratton (2005a) found that 
one-third of children had at least one parent who had entered into a new union within 2 
years post-separation, rising to three-quarters of children by seven years post-separation. 
These new unions have important implications. Juby, Billette, Laplante and Le Bourdais’ 
(2007) analysis of NLSCY data has shown that new unions (remarriage or cohabitation) for 
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both mothers and fathers are closely related to a decrease in father-child contact, with 
earlier union formation most likely to decrease contact. Juby et al.’s (2005b) research has 
identified the increased likelihood of fathers having sole custody when mothers were living 
with a new partner within six months of separation. Furthermore, Juby et al., (2007) found 
that the birth of a child to a father’s new union did not significantly lower nonresident 
father-child contact, an outcome that is opposite to the often cited finding by Manning and 
Smock (1999) and Manning, Stewart and Smock (2003). As Juby et al., explain, this is 
likely because Manning’s analyses excluded those fathers that had never lived with their 
children, a group that made up half the sample. These fathers tend to be younger and/or 
have a tenuous relationship with the mother of the their child. As Schmeekle (2007) notes, 
“men parent the children with whom they live,” whether that be biological or stepchildren 
(p. 184). Furthermore, stepparents can be facilitators or gatekeepers of the relationships that 
children have with their biological parent (Marsiglio & Hinojosa, 2007; Schmeekle, 2007). 
      

Time and maturation may also bring about other changes. Perceptions about what is fair, 
equitable, just and in a child’s best interest may also undergo reformulation as the child, 
parents or family structures undergo developmental and structural changes. The perceptions 
of what is “fair” and in the child’s best interests may undergo change given the highly 
dynamic states of both the family members and the family structure. Therefore, the concept 
of what is fair may not be static in definition, and may undergo change both within the 
broader social context, within the family, and within the individual. Within the context of 
shared custody, such change may alter perceptions about what is fair and bring about a re-
evaluation from the vantage point of the child (Smart, 2002, 2006) or one or both parents.  

 
Family systems theory. This framework focuses on the multiple and often simultaneous 

interactions in the family, particularly with respect to the triadic relationship between 
parents and child. In the well-functioning marital relationship, the strongest and most 
cohesive dyad is the one between the mother and father (Feldman & Gehring, 1988 as cited 
in Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992, p. 26). Following separation or divorce the ideal parental 
dyad is not applicable and the acts of coparenting may be strained. Coparenting may be 
affected by children’s age, parents’ gender, children’s gender and parent repartnering. For 
example, research found that parents of younger children were more likely to engage in 
conflict, whereas parents with older children were more likely to be disengaged from their 
ex-spouse and to have one or more children “aligned” with a parent. In other words, 
parenting younger children may require more cooperation whereas older children may be 
subject to more triangulation (Maccoby, Buchanan, Mnookin & Dornbusch, 1993; 
Maccoby, Depner, & Mnookin, 1990).  

 
As Furstenberg & Cherlin (1991) note, most parents eventually cease fighting, but that is 

often because they cease virtually all direct contact, often preferring to use the children as 
messengers. These “disengaged” relationships tend to involve little cooperation, 
communication, or conflict (Furstenberg & Cherlin, 1991, p. 40). While it cannot be 
assumed that all married couples parent with complete unanimity, couples who have 
acknowledged an inability to get along may expect their efforts of coparenting to be more 
tenuous or even non-existent. Yet, as Kurki-Sounio (2000) has discussed, there are hidden 
“communitarian values” about the ability of parents to rise above the conflict that has 
driven them apart and a good divorce that serves the best interests of the children is 
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achievable (p. 199). Aydintug (1995) expresses the “good divorce” expectation  wherein 
parents are: 

 
Expected to discuss children, to reach major child-related decisions together, to 
keep to themselves what happened between them, not to share private matters 
with (especially younger) children, not to manipulate children to obtain favors 
from the former spouse, and not to act out on feelings (p. 152). 

      
For this research it is suggested that family systems theory is particularly pertinent to 

understanding the ways in which parents develop complementary, competitive, violent or 
avoidant coparenting relationships with each other. Some couples are “motivated by a 
desire to protect their children from repeated exposure to interparental conflict, [and] 
collaborate in child rearing regardless of their strong feelings of disdain and animosity 
toward each other” (Margolin et al., 2001, p. 4). For other parents, attempts to coparent 
may be undermined by hostile and inappropriate behaviour, such as discussing topics about 
child support or complaints about the other parent with the children, which can contribute 
to poor child/parent interactions  (Luedemann, Ehrenberg & Hunter, 2006). Other parents 
may face issues of inter-partner violence that preclude parental interactions except within 
the safety of supervised access sites or third parties (Bala, Jaffe & Crooks, 2007). Still 
others may choose “parallel parenting,” whereby virtually no interaction between conflicted 
parents occurs as each parent is assigned distinct decision-making responsibilities for the 
child, minimizing negative interactions (Birnbaum & Fidler, 2005). 

 
Margolin et al.’s (2001) research finds support for three distinct dimensions of 

coparenting: 
i) The amount of conflict between parents. In particular, this reflects the 

degree to which parents are able to handle parenting issues, the extent of 
hostility, and undermining behaviours. 

ii) The degree of cooperation. It is not merely the absence of conflict, but the 
degree to which mothers and fathers are able to support, value and respect 
each other as parents. The nature of truly sharing in the parenting process is 
part of this dimension. 

iii) Triangulation. This reflects efforts by one parent to undermine the opposite 
parent’s relationship with the child by sabotaging and forming a coalition 
with the child in an attempt to exclude or deflate the other parent’s authority.  

      
In the separated coparenting relationship there are two aspects that must be repeatedly 

addressed: how parents manage conflict between themselves and how that parental conflict 
is managed with the child. The first focuses on how parents directly handle conflict as well 
as how they choose to communicate with each other with respect to scheduling, discipline, 
rules, and money. As Doherty and Beaton (2004) discuss the level of cooperative or hostile 
coparenting relationship sets the tone. One powerful factor that has a profound influence on 
the nature of the co-parenting relationship is the presence or absence of the marital 
relationship. The second aspect of parental conflict refers to indirect undermining and 
sabotaging behaviour by one parent of another. McHale (1997) described these as “covert” 
behaviours wherein the parent disparages or talks negatively about the other parent when 
the married partner is not present, but directly or within earshot of the child. The concept of 
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“parental alienation” is a growing concern among professionals who work with separated 
families and for the harm it causes when a child internalizes a particular parent’s 
perspective and sides with one parent against another, while making it appear that the 
child’s decisions to limit or terminate contact is of their own choosing (Bala, Hunt & 
McCarney, 2010). Parental alienation poses some of the most complex issues for family 
law professionals as solutions are not easy to find or apply (Fidler & Bala, 2010). Yet, as 
Bala et al., discuss, it must also be considered that there are times where one parent has 
perpetrated behaviours, which have had a direct impact on the child’s desire to reject 
contact or parental involvement. As Margolin et al. (2001) discuss, a parent can be a 
competent and accomplished parent with respect to their own efforts at discipline, 
responsiveness and child management skills, and still be ineffective at coparenting. Some 
parents choose avoidance behaviours that minimize contact with the other parent and, 
therefore, potential conflict (Thompson & Amato, 1999, p. xviii).  
      

A significant aspect of post-separation coparenting is the division and allocation of the 
child’s time. Following separation time with the child becomes a precious commodity to be 
bargained for (Maccoby & Mnookin, 1992) and the benchmark by which parents may 
judge perceived fairness, equality and perhaps even the extent to which love and the 
relationship with the child is to be measured. How parents and the child navigate the 
division of time is a critical part of how the coparenting relationship negotiations take 
place. The negotiations over time can be further hampered where there is triangulation – 
whereby a parent forms a coalition with a child that undermines the other parent (Doherty 
and Beaton, 2004).  

 
Another aspect to consider is the child’s development and maturation. Interactions and 

negotiations become more complex as the child ages and becomes more entwined with peer 
and romantic relationships, school, part-time work and extra-curricular activities (Larson et 
al., 1996) and as parents forge their own new relationships. Over time, children may choose 
less parental contact.  

 
Family/human ecology theories. This framework focuses on the interdependent web of 

personal, familial and community influences on human development and functioning with 
an emphasis on extra-familial influences that arise from social and economic factors. These 
influences are highlighted in the “contextual factors” box located in the Doherty & Beaton 
model. Family systems theory, as discussed above, emphasizes the complex system of 
relationships that the child has with family members, both immediate and extended. 
Ecological theories expand the domains of influence and consider the impact of contextual 
aspects such as work, school, the local community and culture on individual development 
and the parent-child relationship (Demo et al., 2005; Kuczynski, 2003; Lollis, 2003). The 
framing of expectations around mothering and fathering (Doucet, 2006; Townsend, 2002) 
and what those roles should look like post-separation (e.g., the fatherhood responsibility 
movement; Gavanas, 2002) are influenced by the supports that are provided. For instance, 
parenting after separation programs are frequently mandated by governments before parents 
may start the divorce process (e.g., see Department of Justice Canada at 
http://www.justice.gc.ca/eng/pi/fcy-fea/). Many of these programs have been implemented 
to support the parent-child relationship by minimizing conflict, helping parents locate 
alternative dispute resolution mechanisms, such as mediation services, and educating 
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parents on how to focus on their children’s needs (Fackrell, Hawkins, & Kay, 2011). Most 
critically, there has been a greater attempt among social service agencies to acknowledge 
the specific experiences and needs of fathers and support their fathering role. These 
initiatives include offering father-only programs and providing programming that is father 
focused, rather than reconstituted mother-oriented programming (Hoffman, 2011). It has 
been identified that fathers may have vulnerabilities post-separation, including greater 
difficulty reaching out for psychological services to deal with depression and fewer social 
supports, including friends and family, as they transition to single-fatherhood (Baum, 2003; 
DeGarmo, Patras, & Eap, 2008). In contrast, mothers often face economic issues related to 
the adequacy of child support and related poverty (Ambert, 2005) and difficulties with 
collection (Mandell, 2002). The advent of child support guidelines to boost adequacy of 
payments and government agencies to facilitate collection have been implemented to 
address these concerns (Whitehead, 2010). 

 
Work often imposes structural barriers to greater father involvement (Daly, Ashbourne, 

& Hawkins, 2008). For instance, Juby et al. (2005b) have identified that fathers who work 
non-traditional hours of evening or weekend work (times when children are more likely to 
be home and in need of care) are less likely to be in shared custody. Mothers also face work 
related stressors. As Stone and Lovejoy (2004) identify, women are now expected to be the 
ideal worker and the ideal parent, an expectation that can be particularly difficult when also 
shouldering the responsibilities of being a single parent.  

 
The Doherty & Beaton Model: What’s missing? Doherty and Beaton’s (2004) composite 

model (see Figure 1 below) integrates the various dimensions of coparenting and begins to 
map out the dynamics of family relationships. The model conveys a structure identifying 
the possible individuals who are in the family and what possible changes they may 
undergo. Doherty and Beaton’s model, as articulated, incorporates dotted lines that project 
from “marital status” to “mother” and “father.” These broken lines are the authors’ 
acknowledgement that the coparenting relationship may be taking place in the absence of a 
marital relationship. The central core triangle represents the parent-child relationships. The 
large arrow at the top of the model represents the passage of time and is used to signify the 
developmental processes of family members, the family system and the changing 
ecological influences. A variety of influences that impact the coparenting relationship are 
noted in the personal factors ascribed to the mother and father and child, as well as broader 
ecological factors.  
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If the model is scrutinized closely, however, it becomes apparent that the model requires 
additional enhancements to fully capture the process of coparenting in a separated 
relationship. For instance, the model doesn’t tell us how these various parts interact. In 
addition, the model doesn’t provide the necessary insight for us to see what is going on 
underneath its surface; to understand what and how families make certain decisions and 
what those outcomes might be. The model, while also suggesting the passage of time, does 
not fully address the “real time” dynamics of family change and the change that happens to 
individuals – children grow up, parents re-partner and perhaps divorce again. Most 
critically, this model does not attend to some critical aspects of divorced parenting: the 
nature of the custodial arrangement, the presence of new partners/stepparents, or the 
presence of additional step- and half-siblings. This model also neglects to acknowledge the 
overarching socio-legal influences that impact the articulation of rights and justice. These 
are important elements in how parents view custodial decision-making and may also 
influence children’s understanding and views. Furthermore, there must be an 
acknowledgement of how these rights are articulated and captured through laws and legal 
judgments.  

 
A new model for separation and divorce. The following model, as seen in Figure 2, has 

been adapted and expanded from the original Doherty & Beaton model to address 
numerous differences when it comes to addressing parenting in the non-coupled 
relationship, with a specific focus on children in shared custody. The tentative Whitehead 
model titled “Influences on the Shared Custody Coparenting Relationship” is both more 
expansive and specialized to account for important aspects. A discussion of these additions 
and why they are important for inclusion in a new model follows. 
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Working from the top of the model and downwards (of Figure 2) the following additions 
are noteworthy: 
 
Contextual Factors (4 additions) 
i)  Justice & Fairness: The Doherty and Beaton model specifies “Contextual Factors” 
including employment opportunities, economic factors, race and ethnicity, cultural 
expectations and community support. These factors emphasize the direct influences that 
social realities have on family members and influence behaviours and “choices” made. For 
instance, cultural norms have a heavy influence on what is considered to be appropriate 
mothering (Stone & Lovejoy, 2004) and fathering behaviours (Townsend, 2002).  

 
Social roles, however, are also co-constructed through ongoing interaction and within 

the broader context of cultural norms. In turn, the constructions influence the ways in 
which coparenting is perceived, defined and executed. In the context of separated 
parenting, this category is inadequate to fully capture the social influences under which 
separated coparenting is carried out. In the move to increasingly mandate or encourage 
parents to adopt shared custody, the concept of “time with” the child is intricately tied up 
with the social constructions of fairness, justice, equality, what constitutes good parenting, 
and the best interests of the child. The move to adopt the “equal” division of the child has 
deep roots in the ideas of fairness and justice for the parents (Bainham et al., 2003; Boyd, 
2003) and the increased cultural endorsement that shared custody is in the child’s best 
interests (Kurki-Sounio, 2000; Neale, Flowerdew & Smart, 2003). How the children who 
actually live in shared custody perceive notions of justice and fairness is less well known, 
though starting to garner research attention (Trinder, 2010). More importantly, courts rely 
heavily on the notion of the best interests of the child with little understanding as to how 
this is actually lived out and perceived by the children. Perhaps even less understood and 
acknowledged is that decisions around custody rarely reflect the dynamic nature of the 
family system and the developmental changes and needs of the children themselves (Demo 
et al., 2005). Not only do these developments and changes happen over time, but the social 
constructions and contextual factors are also changing, and negotiating custody must be 
done with awareness of these realities. 
 
ii)  Gender: The addition of ‘gender’ to the model reflects the social and cultural 
expectations that form the undercurrent of the discussion around caretaking of children. 
While at first glance it may be difficult to separate the category of “gender” from “cultural 
expectations,” doing so recognizes the biological aspects of caregiving (i.e., giving birth, 
breastfeeding) as well as the deeply ingrained aspects of socially constructed “mothering” 
and “fathering” (Doucet, 2006). While discussions about increased father involvement are a 
part of the current discourse on responsible fathering (Palkovitz, 2002), the fact that 
mothers are often held to a different standard of both ideal worker and ideal parent continue 
to influence not only who should parent, but also what their parenting should look like 
(Stone & Lovejoy, 2004).  
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iii)  Power8, Conflict & Violence: Adding “power/conflict/violence” to the “Contextual 
Factors” represents an important element of the coparenting relationship that can occur 
within “intact” marital unions, but can be a key impediment to coparenting in the separated 
family. Bala et al.,  (2007) report that one-quarter of all separation/divorces in Canada 
involve issues related to spousal violence. It is acknowledged that both men and women 
perpetrate violence in equal numbers, but it is the severity of injury, including death, that 
makes inter-partner violence of grave concern for women (Bala et al., 2007). The decision-
making around the care of children can be heavily influenced by the nature of the power 
relationship between the parents (Hardesty & Ganong, 2006). A position of power and 
explicit or implicit threats to another’s well-being can be used to shirk child-rearing and 
child support or to exert control by assuming a greater role, whichever is perceived as 
advantageous to the individual with the greater ability to exert pressure to achieve the 
desired end (LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993, p. 151).  

 
Bala, Jaffe and Croooks (2007) have identified the difficult tensions that exist between 

needing to address inter-partner violence and a competing orientation to ensure that both 
parents remain active in their child’s life: 

 
One of the challenges that arise in family law cases with spousal violence and 
abuse issues, is that these cases often have fault or blame orientation that runs 
counter to the broad trend in family law towards disregarding marital 
misconduct and emphasizing non-adversarial dispute resolution, joint custody 
and other measures to continue to involve both parents in the lives of their 
children. (p. 3) 
 
Beck et al. (2010) have examined the use of mediation amongst parents who were 

represented by legal counsel compared to those parents not represented. These researchers 
found that both groups divulged near equal reports of inter-partner violence. They identify 
that further research is needed to  determine whether self-represented litigants who have 
experienced inter-partner violence have a disadvantage in mediation. This is an important 
question as research from Australia has identified higher rates of parents “agreeing” to 
shared custody when those negotiations were mediated (McIntosh & Chisholm, 2008). 
McIntosh and Chisholm have also identified that these mediated custodial arrangements are 
very fragile, suggesting that there are other issues at play that may be swaying parents to 
agree when the lack they parental resources, including cooperation, to make the 
arrangement viable. This outcome may be further exacerbated by lack of regulation of 
mediators and that most lack training and expertise to identify and deal with issues related 
to inter-partner violence (Bala et al., 2007) and that the inherent approach of mediation is 
non-coercive negotiations that may not be achievable when one of the parties is seeking 
control (Beck & Raghavan, 2010). 
 
iv)  Legal Norms: To the contextual factors in the original model I have added “legal 
rights, laws, judicial decisions and directives” that influence custodial arrangements, both 

                                                        
8 My focus on power relates to inter-partner violence. Power also has other connotations, such as the unequal 
allocation of power in the parent-child relationship. This will be outlined in more detail in a later section on 
“Agency of the child.” 
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directly and indirectly when parents negotiate their arrangements in the “shadow of the 
law.”  In the context of the intact marital relationship, parenting “within the law” is 
virtually non-existent, except perhaps in those instances that pertain to aspects of child 
welfare cases. For divorcing parents, however, the acts of bargaining and negotiation are 
always happening within the ever-evolving larger socio-legal context. As Mandell (2002) 
detailed, family relationships undergo profound transformations from intimate marital and 
parent-child relationships to contractual relationships that are largely instituted by legal 
discourses (e.g., the roles of debtor and creditor where child and/or spousal support is being 
paid).  

 
Legal discourses are not static either; they are constantly under scrutiny and also evolve 

and change. Over time these trickle down and become the new “shadows” under which 
parents negotiate and reconstruct their new roles as separated spouses and parents. One on-
going challenge for researchers is that it is extremely difficult to assess the rate at which 
changes filter through the legislative and judicial system, and in turn influence societal and 
parental legal decision-making (Seltzer et al., 2005). For example, legislation and judicial 
decisions that once favoured fathers as custodians eventually altered to reflect a preference 
for mothers and their caregiving during the “tender years.” Recently this has changed to 
reflect equality in parenting through legal and shared custody (Boyd, 2003). This evolution 
is indicative of the importance that legislative and judicial spheres have in defining 
expectations about the type of caregiving that children are expected to receive following 
divorce. 
 
“Coparenting” to Custodial Arrangement. The middle rectangle, originally denoting 
only the word “coparenting,” has been altered to state “process and nature of the custodial 
arrangement” to reflect the central importance that the type of custody arrangement greatly 
influences the day-to-day mechanism by which the coparenting relationship is carried out. 
Furthermore, the process or means by which the parents arrive and carry out the 
arrangement can be significant. Was the shared custody arrangement voluntarily 
undertaken or court ordered as a result of parental litigation? To what extent were children 
consulted and/or in favour of the arrangement? What opportunities are there to revisit the 
arrangement to make modifications? How are these opinions and viewpoints solicited and 
considered (or not)?  

 
Generally parents who voluntarily choose such arrangements are much more motivated 

to make the arrangement work than parents who find such an arrangement imposed on 
them by court order or through mediation (McIntosh, J., Smyth, B., Kelaher, M., Wells, Y., 
& Long, C., 2010). Parents who share custody have far more involvement and logistical 
issues to negotiate than those situations where one parent has sole custody and the child 
sees the other parent on an every-other-weekend basis or not at all. Furthermore, the child 
in the shared custody arrangement may have the benefit of equal time with each parent, but 
must also navigate the more intense logistics of navigating between two homes and the 
implications for their own well-being.  
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Mother and Father Factors (2 additions) 
i)  Motivations & Commitment: Within both “Mother” and “Father” Factors, I have 
added “motivations and commitment.”  In the context of coparenting when the 
marital/coupled union has broken down, I am speculating that the ability of parents to 
maintain a shared custodial living arrangement may say more about the characteristics and 
motivations of the parents themselves, including the circumstances that led to the 
separation, than about the inherent benefits of shared physical custody as a post-divorce 
arrangement. In other words, parents who are motivated to minimize conflict, communicate 
effectively with the other parent, and generally work to maximize the benefits to the child 
may more accurately predict positive well-being outcomes for children. Stryker’s “identity 
theory” (1980, 1981 as discussed in LaRossa & Reitzes, 1993, p. 156) focuses on the 
creation of roles through shared interactions. Roles are socially constructed and individuals 
actively interpret how they should behave and feel about these roles based on their 
identities, commitment and perceived salience. For instance, a father who perceives that his 
role as an “active and involved” parent is as salient as his breadwinner role may be more 
motivated to seek and maintain shared custody than a father who sees his parenting role as 
more peripheral to his breadwinner role. Perceptions about role identity are malleable; they 
can change over the life course as people undergo maturation and experience changes in 
circumstances. For instance, pre-separation a father may view his role as a caring father, 
but his behaviour may be more passive rather than actively involved in day-to-day caring 
(Lewis & Welsh, 2005). Post-separation, a father may experience the necessity of taking on 
more active caring and thus find that his identity as a father undergoes reformulation as 
well. 
 
ii) New Partners: The dissolution of the marital relationship increases the possibility that 
new partners and other individuals will be added to the family dynamic. The expanded 
model accounts for the potential presence of new partners for each of the parents as well as 
introduction of step- or half-siblings as a result of new unions. The introduction of new 
individuals into the child’s family system may either complicate or facilitate custodial 
arrangements (Juby & Le Bourdais, 1998; Smart, 2006). Juby, Billette, LaPlante and Le 
Bourdais (2007) have found that non-resident father contact (which by definition doesn’t 
include shared custody arrangements) decreases when the father enters into a new 
relationship soon after separation and before there has been an opportunity for the father 
and children to establish their postseparation relationship or when his children acquire a 
stepfather. On the flip side, Marsiglio and Hinojosa’s (2007) research has brought to light 
the necessity of considering the direct relationship that may or may not exist between a 
step-father and a biological father. Marsiglio and Hinojosa have identified “father allies” 
which have the potential to support the coparenting process. By extension, one could 
extrapolate this dynamic to the step-mother and biological mother dyad as well, where 
stepmothers often step into the “kinkeeping” role (Schmeeckle, 2007). Yet, previous 
research has identified that step-mothers faced added pressures and stress in trying to meet 
expectations regarding normative ‘mothering’ standards that is complicated by sharing the 
ill-defined role with a biological mother (Shapiro & Stewart, 2011; Nielsen, 1999). 
Therefore, lines directly linking these sets of dyads have been added to the model to 
capture the importance that these relationships can have in the possible facilitation of 
parenting among all of the “parents” in the child’s life. 
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Child Factors (2 additions) 
i)  Agency & Power of the Child: To “Child Factors” I have added “agency of the child” 

as well as intelligence, maturity, involvement with school, peers, and extracurricular 
activities. Kuczynski describes agency as the ability of individuals “to make sense of the 
environment, initiate change, and make choices” (2003, p. 9). As Lollis & Kuczynski 
(1997; see also Kuczysnki & Lollis, 2004) underscore, the core of the parent-child 
relationship requires that one account for the agency, influence and power that children 
have in their families and in their negotiations and interactions with their parents. 
Kuczysnki (2003) notes that agency is separate from power. Generally there is unequal 
power in the parent-child relationship due to the parent’s access to greater resources and 
their ability to execute influence and coercion. I am speculating that as the child matures he 
or she exerts greater agency in the decision-making process about his or her living 
arrangement. Certainly Juby et al.’s (2004) unanticipated finding that the shared custody 
arrangements of adolescents were less durable than those made for primary school children 
is notable. Juby et al. had speculated that the greater independence of older children would 
facilitate movement between the two homes. Juby et al. question whether adolescents are 
less likely to tolerate the inconvenience of two homes. Or, does greater autonomy allow for 
other means to maintain contact that does not include shared arrangements? It may be that 
the child initiates or has some role in the decision-making process about the desired 
custodial arrangement. How agency is exhibited may also encompass other factors 
including the child’s level of intelligence and maturity as well as participation in school and 
activities within the community. A child who feels that their autonomy and sense of control 
over their environment have been subjugated to the rigidity of an equal time allocation of 
shared custody may find overt and covert ways to resist this schedule when it is seen to 
serve the parents’ interests above their own (Kuczynski & Lollis, 2004).  
 
ii) Bidirectionality Revised: The arrows throughout the model, but most notably those 
between ‘mother,’ ‘father,’ ‘child’ and ‘coparenting/nature of the custodial arrangement’ 
are double tipped, unlike the Doherty and Beaton model. This is an important refinement to 
reflect that the influences between parents and child and between these individuals and the 
type of custodial arrangement are mutually influencing and bi-directional (Lollis & 
Kuczynski, 1997; Kuczynski, 2003). I am speculating that as the child ages, the nature of 
the custodial arrangement is not simply “top-down” from parents to child, but that he or she 
begins to exert more influence on how and when time is spent with each of the parents, 
including whether or not that time will continue to be equally shared. Furthermore, as the 
child ages there is a growing history between the child and each parent built on interactions 
(Lollis & Kuczynski, 1997). The child utilizes past interactions to anticipate present 
expectations as to how the relationship will be transformed. In turn, the past and present 
allow the child to anticipate a future with each parent (Lollis, 2003). In other words, the 
child’s decision-making process about the living arrangement involves calculations about 
what they have experienced in the past with each parent and what they predict their 
decision-making may have on future parent-child relationships. In some cases, however, 
the anticipated future with a parent may be altered by what Lollis (2009) describes as a 
“swift transformation”: an event that can bring about change that is not expected and has 
little, or no, previous history to inform it. In the case of children, there are a number of 
potential events that could act as a catalyst for a swift transformation: the separation itself 
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and the change in living conditions and parental access and particularly, those changes that 
involve the introduction of new family members, such as step-parents and step-siblings. 
 
Siblings. In the Whitehead model (see Figure 2) “Siblings” has been added to a separate, 
but overlapping circle with the focus “child” and deleted from “child factors” as found in 
the Doherty and Beaton model (see Figure 1). It is not certain if this is the ideal place, but it 
raises siblings from a position as a “child modifier” and elevates their status to signify that 
this relationship is often one of strong attachment that should not be merely treated as an 
after-thought when contemplating the impact that separation has on all family members 
(see Shumaker, Miller, Ortiz & Deutsch, 2011).  
      

At one point, I contemplated placing the focus “child” in the same circle as siblings. The 
limitation of including all siblings in the same circle is that this doesn’t account for the 
scenario wherein parental separation can yield different custodial outcomes for children 
from the same family. Swiss and Le Bourdais (2009) have found that fathers are more apt 
to maintain contact with sons than daughters. Furthermore, the experiences of oldest 
children may differ from that of younger siblings, who may be older at the time of the 
divorce and have different understandings of what transpired or who may have been called 
upon to assist parents following the separation, thereby influencing their own experiences 
and perceptions. Some siblings may find that they are in a split-custodial arrangement (each 
of the parents have split primary custodial care of children with one or more children living 
predominantly with each of the parents) or they live in off-shifted custody (multiple 
children alternate between the homes of each of their parents but do not stay together). 
Such arrangements may be adopted to minimize conflict between children, accommodate 
parents who do not wish to be alone or to reduce the burden of child rearing by reducing 
the number of children in each parent’s care at any one time.  
 
Partner/Children of child. The addition of a circle with “partner/children” of the child, 
represents a departure from how we generally think about children after separation. We 
tend to assume that when a child turns 18, and is no longer a minor child, the child’s 
experience of negotiating time and a relationship with each of his or her parents is no 
longer an issue and the parents are no longer coparenting a child. In fact, the reality may be 
that the logistics of living arrangements, holidays, relationship and time persist well into 
young adulthood and beyond as the child continues to negotiate and navigate interactions 
with each of his/her parents (Amato & Afifi, 2006; Cartwright, 2006). With time these 
interactions may also include the addition of their own partner and his/her expectations as 
well as the addition of their own children. The tendency to overlook the fact “that the future 
course of the parent-child relationship continues long after the child-rearing years” has been 
identified as a shortcoming in the parent-child research (Kuczynski, 2003, p. 8). 
 
The research questions & objectives 

The preceding discussions have highlighted the numerous and complex interactions 
between the various spheres that may impact the experiences of family members as they 
face familial separation and the reconfiguration of their family and personal life. This is not 
merely a one time event of “the separation” but a dynamic that has repercussions for their 
lifetime of experiences that must be constantly evaluated, interpreted and responded to in 
different ways as family members change and societal norms and expectations change. This 
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model helps paint a picture and brings these facets together. This doesn’t mean that I, or, 
any researcher will be able to successfully attend to all facets at once. This model’s primary 
purpose is to provide a conceptual framework to help guide how one might frame research 
questions, where one might look for answers, how those answers may be related back to 
what we know (or think we know), and provide guidance for future research questions and 
inquiry.  

 
The purpose of this research is to generate explanations of young adults’ reflective 

understanding of their experiences of living in shared custody as children. Three primary 
areas of inquiry will be examined: 1) Transitions; 2) Relationships and 3) Fairness. These 
three areas were chosen because they capture areas of inquiry regarding the viability and 
success of shared custody that are weak on research. Furthermore, it is anticipated that each 
of the areas of inquiry will map onto the model across multiple dimensions, as outlined 
below. 

 
Transitions. What do children describe as the strongest influences on entering and/or 

leaving a shared custody arrangement? Does the child exert influence for change because of 
maturation and/or greater agency? Are there critical events or structural changes in the 
family related to work, re-partnering or new children that influences a child’s desire to 
maintain dual residence or shift to a single residence? What role do parent-child 
relationships play in custodial decision-making?  

 
Linkages to the model. Time will be an important element. First, how does time relate to 

shared custody and the “division” of time? Second, how do the developmental aspects of 
child related ‘time’ factors (e.g., growth and development and changes in maturation and 
agency) intersect with changes in the family system, most notably parents who may 
undergo repartnering, change to work situation, moving, etc.? Finally, what influence does 
‘shared custodial time’ have on the quality of parent-child relationships (represented by the 
bidirectional arrows linking the focus child and members of the family system)? 
     

Relationships. How does shared custody impact parent-child relations? What kind of 
relationships have they forged with each of their parents? What have been the 
benefits/challenges they have experienced in the relationships with each of their parents?  

 
Linkages to the model. It is anticipated that this research will allow exploration of the 

bidirectional arrows that criss-cross from the child to the parents, parent-to-parent, step-
parents and possibly siblings. The individual factors specified for the various members of 
the family system will also be important as personality, motivations, psychological well-
being will likely impact the nature and quality of parent-child relationships. 
      

Fairness and the child’s best interests: Discussions around shared custody often centre 
on notions of what is equal, fair and equitable between the parents. How do young adults, 
who have lived in shared custody, perceive the fairness of the arrangement? What is their 
perspective on a child’s role in the custodial decision-making process? How do they 
interpret the competing frameworks of fairness between their own best interests and their 
parents’ interests? Given their own experiences, what are their thoughts on what types of 
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custodial arrangements are fair for children generally, including what they think those in 
the legal community should know?  

 
Linkages to the model. The focus will be on those contextual factors (located at the top 

end of the model) that interact with social constructions related to fairness, justice, equality 
and the child’s best interests. As articulated in the questions, it is anticipated that there will 
be an interrelatedness with child factors, particularly with respect to a child’s age/maturity 
and sense of agency in custodial decision-making. 
 
How the model informs the methodology 

Researchers are being increasingly asked to acknowledge and articulate their personal 
and epistemological positioning and how this informs their research inquiry and 
methodological orientation (Daly, 2007; Dupuis, 1999). This research was a qualitative 
investigation wherein young adults were interviewed about their retrospective 
understandings and experiences of shared custody. The interview questions focused on the 
young adults’ perspectives about their childhood and what influences they perceived were 
instrumental in facilitating transitions in and out of shared custody or what aspects resulted 
in the lack of change. I also explored the nature of relationships that are established 
between a child and parent and other extended family. Finally, I asked participants to give 
their perspective on children’s involvement in custodial decision-making and their 
perceptions of fairness. I undertook a thematic analysis of the interviews to ascertain 
themes (Braun & Clarke, 2006). This form of inquiry is needed to better understand 
information that has been gleaned from larger quantitative longitudinal studies which has 
revealed that shared custodial arrangements are fragile (as previously outlined in this 
introduction). The lack of research evidence to understand what influences are bringing 
about change is highly problematic in the current socio-political culture that is seen to 
highly value this arrangement. The emergent design of this research anchored the inquiry in 
certain assumptions, but also allowed for expansion beyond those assumptions as the 
researcher started to understand the phenomena through earlier interviews. This emergent, 
building block approach permits the researcher to tackle areas of inquiry that may have 
been indentified early in the research process and to follow new areas of inquiry that come 
to light as the data collection process begins.  

 
I bring to this project my professional training as a lawyer, my experiences as a mother 

of two daughters, and an extensive social science research background that has focused on 
family studies and human development, most notably about separated fathers. I do not have 
any first-hand experience of divorce – as a child or as a parent.  
      

I approach this research from the perspective of a critical realist. A critical realist adopts 
a contextualist ontology that “acknowledges the ways individuals make meaning of their 
experience, and, in turn, the ways the broader social context impinges on those meanings, 
while retaining focus on the material and other limits of ‘reality’” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, 
p. 81). Critical realism has been described as positioning where one can simultaneously 
have a relativist epistemology and a realist ontology (Pujol & Montenegro, 1999). As Pujol 
and Montenegro discuss, “critical realism recognizes that methods do not uncover reality 
(relativist epistemology), but rational analysis of phenomena can uncover it (realist 
ontology)” (p. 85). Willig (1999) argues that sole reliance on a social constructionist 
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positioning, while useful in challenging positivist constructs, falls short of effecting change 
if those concepts are not related back to the social, economic and structural realities in 
which they are found:  

 
Constructionist ideas, however, are generally used in order to deconstruct 
positivist categories without putting alternative, and arguably liberating 
concepts in their place. In other words, social constructionism functions 
predominantly on the level of epistemological critique of the taken-for-granted, 
but not as a social critique of the (socio-economic/material) structures that 
support positivist categories. As a result, contemporary social constructionism 
has created a conceptual, and consequently also a political vacuum. (p. 38) 

 
Therefore, a researcher utilizing this approach tries to respect the voices of those who have 
lived their experiences (a social constructionist perspective) while also trying to understand 
the reality of those in a particular category (positivist) and to reflect on how those meanings 
are shaped and impacted by the larger social, economic and structural aspects of society 
(critical inquiry).  

 
Delving into the experiences of the individual requires that the researcher also employ 

an interpretive inductionist approach wherein the researcher frames the research questions 
within a specific focal area of inquiry utilizing sensitizing concepts, but that the process 
also allows for the participants to help the researcher see and understand their own 
experiences and interpretations. Daly (2007) has articulated that this approach is 
particularly useful for studying sensitive social phenomena that are “complex, ambivalent, 
or changeable; and include questions that invite alternative perspectives, diversity, and 
uniqueness” (p. 102). As Kuczynski and Daly discuss, “interpretive induction is concerned 
with two layers of meaning: the meanings that are held and communicated to researchers 
by their subjects concerning their everyday lives, experiences and perceptions, and the 
meanings that researchers bring to these meanings” (p. 383).  
  

Even within the experiences of the participants Charmaz (2003) notes that one must be 
cognizant the human realities are not to be viewed as “unidimensional, universal and 
immutable” (p. 272). As Charmaz summarizes, within the constructivist quest the 
researcher “must go further than surface meanings or presumed meanings. We must look 
for views and values as well as for acts and facts. We need to look for beliefs and 
ideologies as well as situations and structures” (2003, p. 275). The same is true for thematic 
research where the researcher seeks understanding at the latent level, rather than a surface 
interpretation of words and events (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The critical piece comes when a 
researcher then takes the next step to include an analysis of the social conditions that have 
given rise to the subjective accounts provided by the participants. As Willig explains, 
“Subjectivity does not directly reflect the conditions of origin; however, there is a 
relationship between the two which can be explored” (p. 40). Houston (2001) delineates 
this aspect in his commentary of noted critical realism founder Bhaskar’s central tenet:  

 
The role of critical realism is not only to uncover psychological and structural 
mechanisms, but to challenge their existence where they lead to human 
oppression…such a move requires social scientists to adopt a critical, methodical 



 

 

 

30 

and systematic approach whereby they identify patterns of unmet need in the 
person or in society; develop ‘a priori’ hypotheses (using appropriate 
explanatory theory) about the underlying mechanisms generating these patterns; 
analyze whether the hypotheses formulated provide adequate explanations of the 
phenomena under scrutiny; formulate and test new hypotheses if required; and, 
where it appears that oppressive mechanisms have been identified, to attempt to 
expose their influence. (pp. 851-852) 

      
Research on the experiences and effects of divorce should require that we not only use 

such research to illuminate the experiences of individuals, but to also reflect on how those 
experiences are embedded within the larger structural pieces of gender, economics, 
caregiving and legislative and judicial directives. Asking young adults, who have been the 
subject of the custodial arrangements to reflect on their understanding and perspective of 
what living in shared custody has meant for them, their relationships and their sense of 
fairness is a contructivist area of inquiry. In particular, by engaging children, who are now 
young adults, I hope to tap into the understandings they have formulated as they became 
more informed and sophisticated (Guba & Lincoln, 1984, p. 113). Therefore, while this 
research privileges the perspective and experiences of young adults, their retrospective 
stories must be situated within the broader context of their familial dynamics and the wider 
discourse about the socio-legal push for shared custody. The dialogue surrounding the 
idealism of shared custody is intricately tied into the current social milieu. This may, in 
turn, allow for advocacy on behalf of the participants who have helped inform the research.  
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Is shared custody the ‘alchemy’ of family law?  
 

Interviews with young adults suggest opportunities,  
 

but no golden formulas 
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Abstract 
Whether parents should share equally the physical custody of their children after separation 
is a current source of debate. There is a perplexing disjuncture between its idealization as a 
panacea for divorcing families and low levels of uptake among families coupled with a lack 
of stability as a long-term arrangement. Drawing on in-depth, retrospective qualitative 
interviews with 28 young adults between 18 and 25 years of age, this researcher examined 
their perspectives and motivations regarding transitions in and out of shared custody; 
specifically decisions related to care, the nature of the relationships with parents and step-
parents, and the sense of fairness around decision-making. Much like the alchemists, who 
sought a ‘magical’ formula for converting base metals into gold, shared custody has been 
viewed as the ‘alchemy’ of family law. This research illustrates that shared custody is not a 
quick fix or a short-cut to a successful custodial arrangement or parent-child relations. 
Rather, shared custody blends together complex interactions among elements related to the 
child’s living situation, maturation and changing notions of fairness, flexibility, the push 
and pull of relationships, and in some instances, rigid enforcement.  These elements result 
in unique experiences for different family members and their desire to remain or exit a 
shared custodial arrangement. Ultimately, shared custody is best viewed as an opportunity 
for parents and their children, not a guarantee for a successful outcome.  
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Over the last 20 years, one of the most significant shifts in parenting after separation has 
been the movement to encourage both parents to actively share parenting responsibilities. 
Initially, this was focused on parents sharing legal responsibility, commonly referred to as 
joint legal custody. Increasingly, “shared” parenting has been defined as a mandate for the 
child to maintain residence with both parents on an equal, or near equal basis. While not 
endorsed by all, there are political and social proponents who have suggested that shared 
custody represents an “ideal” arrangement for parents and children to cultivate meaningful 
and loving relationships (Kurki-Sounio, 2000; Kruk, 2008). Smyth (2004) has noted the 
general, albeit superficial, perception that it is “the Rolls-Royce model of post-separation 
parenting” (p. 19). College students, when asked to hypothetically assess the ideal custody 
arrangement, favoured shared physical custody (Fabricius & Hall, 2000). More recently 
Braver has identified a similar perspective among lay individuals when asked to provide 
their perspective in response to hypothetical case studies (Braver, Ellman, Votruba & 
Fabricius, 2011). The shared custodial arrangement seems to strike a deep intuitive chord as 
a ‘golden’ outcome for children and their parents. It is seen has inherently fair - there are no 
perceived winners or losers. Most optimally, there is perception that both parents are seen 
to be involved in raising their child and the child is seen to get the benefit of a relationship 
with both parents without having to choose one parent over another (Bainham, Lindley, 
Richards & Trinder, 2003; McIntosh, 2009; Smart, 2004).  

 
The perceived fairness and idealization of shared custody has led to lobbying for 

legislative change to implement mandatory shared custody; a justice cause that has found a 
strong foothold in many common-law countries, often at the behest of the Fathers’ Rights 
Movement that has sought greater post-separation involvement of fathers on the stated 
grounds of perceived inequities in family law courts9 (Bala, 1999; Boyd, 2006; Erera & 
Baum, 2009; Geldhof, 2003; McIntosh, 2009; Rhoades & Boyd, 2004; Smart, 2004). The 
push for shared custody has also garnered some academic support (Fabricius & Hall, 2000; 
Kruk, 2008). In contrast, other academics have raised concerns that this support is based on 
its inherent “fairness” and other myths and assumptions without having probed more 
deeply the “lived reality of families” to understand the logistics of the arrangement and the 
characteristics of parents and children for whom this does and does not work (Rhoades & 
Boyd, 2004, p. 120) Some of that concern has focused on issues related to removing 
children from their primary care-giving parent (most often mothers) to whom the children 
are emotionally attached (Main, Hesse & Hesse, 2011; McIntosh, 2011; McIntosh & 
Chisholm, 2008). 

 
In Canada, the push for shared custody led to the introduction of a June 2009 Private 

Member’s Bill10 seeking amendments to the Divorce Act that would prescribe a rebuttable 
presumption of shared custody as the default custodial arrangement for children, except in 
                                                        
9 Most notable is Australia’s Family Law Amendment (Shared Parental Responsibility Act), 2006, which 
enacted extensive changes, including a presumption of equal shared parenting, or, at a minimum, “substantial 
and significant time.”  (McIntosh, 2009, p. 390). 
 
10 Bill C-422 An Act to amend the Divorce Act (equal parenting) and to make consequential amendments to 
other Acts. Introduced and first reading in the House of Commons June 16, 2009 by Maurice Vellacott, MP 
Saskatoon-Wanuskewin. Reinstated 3/3/2010. 
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cases where one parent refutes that option or where there is proven neglect or abuse 
rendering a parent unsuitable. Without the endorsement of the government the bill did not 
pass, but such efforts speak to the magnitude of the changes that are being sought. 
      

The changes being sought are significant, yet the available research on shared custody in 
Canada is paltry (see Gill, 2004; Moyer, 2004; Juby, Marcil Gratton & Le Bourdais, 2004) 
and only just coming to fruition in other jurisdictions such as Australia (Kaspiew, Gray, 
Weston, Moloney, Hand & Qu, 2009; McIntosh, Smyth, Kelaher, Wells & Long, 2010; 
Neoh & Mellor, 2010), the United States (Berger, Brown, Young, Melli & Wimer, 2008) 
and Norway (Breivik & Olweus, 2006) (also see reviews by Gilmore, 2006; Nielsen, 2010; 
Trinder, 2010). Some research has found better behavioural, academic and emotional 
outcomes for children who have lived in shared custody,11 as compared to single parent 
custody, including better parent-child relations and closer ties to fathers (Bauserman, 2002; 
Breivik & Olweus, 2006; Fabricius and Leuken, 2007; Juby, Le Bourdais & Marcil 
Gratton, 2005). Other researchers have concluded that there is no benefit for children in 
shared custody compared to children in sole parent custody or dual-intact families 
suggesting that shared custody does not confer better outcomes (Neoh & Mellor, 2010) and 
that low conflict, positive parent-child relations and economic stability are better predictors 
of good child outcomes, although shared custody does tend to “preserve” father-child 
contact (Buchanan & Jahromi, 2008). Yet, more recent research, following Australia’s 
2006 foray to adopt sweeping legislative changes prescribing maximum contact, that has 
been interpreted by many as mandating shared custody, is now being evaluated and found 
to be wanting, particularly for infants and preschool children and parents with high levels 
of conflict (McIntosh & Chisholm, 2008; McIntosh, 2009; McIntosh et al., 2010). 

 
Despite the attention that a push for shared custody has garnered, shared custody is the 

least frequently utilized custodial arrangement, with sole parent custody prevailing. In 
common-law jurisdictions, including the U.S., the U.K., Canada and Australia, shared 
custody rates are estimated between 12 and 32% (Melli & Brown, 2008; Peacey & Hunt, 
2009; Robinson, 2009; Smyth, 2009). It has been suggested that parents who successfully 
shared residential custody were a small minority of “early adopters” (Trinder, 2010) who 
self-selected this care arrangement because they lived in close proximity, had the financial 
resources to outfit two homes, were child-focused, had low parental conflict, and fathers 
were viewed as competent by the mothers (Juby et al., 2005; Moyer, 2004; Smyth 2004 in 
McIntosh & Chisholm, 2008 at p. 38). Researchers have identified that poor co-parenting 
relationships, characterized by high levels of conflict, were unlikely to have utilized shared 
custody (Fabricius & Leuken, 2007; McIntosh & Chisholm, 2008). Furthermore, 
researchers have found that shared custody is less stable than primary mother or father care 
(Juby, et al., 2005; Smyth, 2009). Canadian studies have generally found shared custody to 
be a relatively stable arrangement for the first two years wherein 85% of families are still in 
the arrangement (Gill, 2004; Juby et al., 2004), but longitudinal data have revealed 
instability beyond the two year mark: only 37% of families were still sharing care after year 

                                                        
11 One ongoing issue in data collection regarding shared custody is the wide variation in what proportion of 
time actually constitutes the arrangement. For instance, Bauserman (2002) sets the shared custody threshold at 
25%, while Canada invokes a minimum 40/60 split. 
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three and this dropped to only 8% after six years or more (Juby et al., 2004, p.31). Juby et 
al. (2005, p. 33) have highlighted the need for in-depth qualitative analysis to better 
understand what is going on inside families that have tried shared custody in order to 
identify what elements bring about alterations to their arrangements and family members’ 
motivations for change.  

 
Given the scale of proposed legislative amendments, there is an imperative to learn more 

about the shared custody experience and why transitions occur. Most perplexing is the 
paradox of a custodial arrangement that on its face seems the most patently “fair” and 
equitable for both parents and children (Fabricius, 2003), yet, lacks stability, particularly 
when compared to other custodial arrangements. Little is known about how and why these 
transitions are happening or the motivations behind wanting change and most critically, 
whose motivations take precedence. Furthermore, the impetus for mandatory shared 
custody is predicated on relationship building and preservation, yet, there is very little 
documented evidence about the nature or quality of relationships that children have with 
their parents, step-parents and siblings in shared custody arrangements. Finally, there is 
much discussion about the implicit fairness in sharing time equally in shared custody, yet, 
there is little information from the children who have lived this arrangement to give 
researchers, policy makers, lawyers and judges, insight as to what children actually 
perceive as fair for them and for their parents.  

 
For quite some time divorce research has been heavily focused on documenting the 

effects of parental separation and child outcomes, such as behavioural, social and academic 
measures (Amato & Cheadle, 2005; Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Lamb, Sternberg & 
Thompson, 1997). Relatively little research has focused on children’s perceptions of their 
experiences. As Smart (2004) has noted, “children are constantly invoked but they are not 
required to speak” (p. 485). There is, however, an emerging interest in studying and 
documenting the experiences and perspectives of children (Hogan, Halpenny & Greene, 
2003; Neale & Flowerdew, 2007; Parkinson, Cashmore & Single, 2005; Smart, 2006; 
Smart, Neale & Wade, 2001) and young adults (Cartwright, 2006; Eldar-Avidan, Haj-Yahia 
& Greenbaum, 2009; Fabricius & Hall, 2000; Finley & Schwartz, 2010).  

 
This research focused on interviewing children (now young adults) who had lived a 

minimum of one year in shared custody to better understand their lived experiences of 
shared custody and what they perceive to be the influences that bring about transitions in or 
out of shared custody or stability. Interviewing young adults who are eighteen years or 
older means that they are able to give their own consent, and the participants will have 
lived out their legal custodial arrangements of childhood. Furthermore, the passage of time, 
their development, advancing maturity and their increasing independence will have brought 
about changes in how they understand and construct the narratives of their custody 
experiences; efforts to understand the adult child’s perspective both in the process and in 
the outcomes are an important shift in research (Ahrons, 2004; Cartwright, 2006; Eldar-
Avidan et al., 2009; Marquardt, 2005). It is anticipated that their interpretation of events 
may exhibit a nuanced and more critical stance than would have been possible as children 
when still carrying out the work of childhood.  
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Method 
This research was conducted using the qualitative method of semi-structured, in-

depth interviews. This method has been identified as an appropriate and effective means 
to learn about complex events, interpretations and motivations within family research 
and facilitate understanding about transitions and changes within individuals and 
families that is generally not accessible with one point-in-time research (Rosenblatt & 
Fischer, 1993).  The research goal was to conduct a thematic analysis and identify key 
themes proffered by the participants in response to the interview questions (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). Most importantly, this research sought to be explanatory, not merely 
descriptive, in identifying an overall explanation/metaphor of interrelated elements that 
impact transitions and the post-separation parent-child relationship (Attride-Stirling, 
2001; Aubusson, 2002). The research questions followed an emergent design and were 
geared to study the young adult’s experience of shared custody from their point of view 
to better understand their perspective on family and life events, input, feelings, and 
motivations and how they relate to custodial stability and change and relationships 
(Daly, 2007; Kuczynski & Daly, 2003). I employed a critical realist perspective, which 
is important for understanding and accessing the experiences of participants, their 
reality, and most critically, how this should be interpreted and related back to the public 
discourse about the idealization of shared custody (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Willig, 1999).    

 
Participant Criteria. Due to the retrospective nature of the study and the specific 

focus on the experience of living in shared custody, participant recruitment had three 
key parameters: 1. Participants had to be a minimum of seven years of age and no older 
than 12 years of age when they experienced their parents’ separation/divorce. The seven-
year age minimum was set because children have few autobiographical memories before 
the age of seven (Bauer, 2007; Howe, Courage & Edison, 2003). The age of 12 was set 
as the higher limit to allow for the passage of time between the age at which the 
separation occurred and young adulthood and the possibility of family and individual 
change. This age grouping also confined children to a similar developmental perspective 
(i.e., neither so young that they do not remember the separation nor so old that they 
would have had considerable say in the initial custody decision-making process). 
Furthermore, the age parameter situated the participants within a relatively similar time 
period with respect to custody laws, judicial decision-making and societal attitudes 
towards shared custody. 2. Participants had to have lived a minimum of one year in a 
shared custodial arrangement defined as a minimum 40/60 up to a 50/50 split in time 
between parents. Two exceptions were made which will be discussed below. 3. 
Participants had to be between the ages 18 and 25 years. This age grouping is associated 
with a period of heightened recall that typically occurs between the ages of 10 and 30 
years of age. This “reminiscence bump” (Bauer, 2007) is speculated to occur because of 
the intensity of experiences during this part of one’s life and a maturing sense of one’s 
personal identity that begins to form during this time.  

 
Purposive sampling was used because of the specific characteristics sought (Daly, 

2007). Recruiting efforts were focused on a mid-sized university campus in Ontario; this 
was partly a function of convenience and an expectation that children of shared custody 
tend to be from middle-class backgrounds and likely to attend university (Moyer, 2004). 
Flyers were distributed widely across campus in first year residences and widely used 
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public places (e.g., University Centre, library etc.). Ads were also placed in both on-
campus newspapers and the researcher conducted presentations to large undergraduate 
classes (e.g., psychology, economics, human sexuality) to solicit recruitment. Initial 
contact was conducted via email to screen potential participants as to whether they met 
the criteria and to gauge interest and establish meeting times. 

 
Participants. Twenty-eight young adults between the ages of 18 and 25 years of age 

participated (average age=19.6 years). There were more female participants (n=23; 82%) 
than male participants (n=5; 18%), a typical outcome for this type of research (see for 
example, Cartwright, 2006 (17.5% men) or Eldar-Avidan et al., 2009 (27% men)). 
Average age at time of parents’ separation was 9.4 years. Twenty-four of the participants 
were nearly equally distributed in first (n=9), second (n=7) and third (n=8) years of 
university. One participant was in fourth year, one participant had recently graduated 
and one participant was in first year of a graduate/professional program. The 28th 
participant was 18 years of age and was working full-time after having recently 
completed high school and was recruited by referral. A payment of $20 was given to all 
of the participants at the start of the interview to compensate for his/her time.  

 
Generally, the participants met the established recruitment criteria although four 

exceptions were made: 
1. One female participant was 6 at the time of her parents’ separation. Her close 

proximity to the minimum age and evidence of good recall resulted in the decision to 
include this participant.  

2. Two participants did not meet the minimum of living one year in shared custody; 
their narratives were important to include in order to understand the perspective of a 
child who desired shared custody but had it denied and of a child whose parents 
agreed to shared custody but a child who refused to enter into the arrangement. 

3. One female participant did not meet the 40% minimum threshold for time in any one 
particular year. However, the significant time spent with both parents, particularly 
when examined over a longer timeline of two years, was indicative of an intense 
time-sharing arrangement that followed the patterns observed in many of the 
participants. 
 
Data Collection & Analysis. Two hour private interviews were conducted in an on-

campus meeting room using a semi-structured questionnaire which allowed for 
consistent questions across the interviews but also for divergence for individualized 
questions tailored to each participant’s personal experience or for emerging questions as 
the researcher pursued new lines of inquiry. Most of the interview involved questions 
and additional probing questions designed to gather information about the child’s 
perspective on how and why transitions in and out of shared custody happened, what the 
arrangement was like, what conditions were associated with stability and how young 
adult children felt about familial relationships.  

 
At the beginning of the interview each participant sketched a simple family tree that 

represented his or her current family configuration. This was an informative approach to 
quickly learn about members of the participant’s family and to orient the researcher to the 
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presence of step-siblings and step-parents (‘step-parent’ status was assigned if the 
individual had moved in with a parent, either married or common-law).  

 
The interviews incorporated the construction of a timeline because the retrospective 

nature of the interviews covered six or more years. The timeline consisted of a large piece 
of blank drawing paper on which a black line had been drawn in the centre. Two memory 
triggering strategies were employed: sequential cuing which involved creating a detailed 
chronology of events and transitions such as parents date of marriage, participant’s and 
sibling’s birth dates, parents’ separation, custody arrangements, the entrance or exit of new 
partners, housing moves, changes in employment, school, extra–curricular activities and the 
addition of siblings (step or half) as well as the participants own romantic partners and any 
other relevant events; and parallel cuing wherein the above events were recalled and 
reconstructed in relation to temporal events, such as age and/or grade in school (see Belli, 
Shay & Stafford, 2001). The researcher made all notations on the timeline with the 
participant sitting directly beside her. The timeline provided a visual summary that the 
researcher and participant could use to track events and a type of “short hand” where 
participants could point to a time period as they narrated their story, feelings and 
behaviours. Participants were encouraged to add in new information or alter information as 
recall occurred. The goal was not to achieve one hundred percent accuracy on event or date 
recall. Rather, the interviewer sought as full a recollection of events as possible, as seen 
from the child’s perspective.  

 
All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed manually. Using thematic 

analysis, I generated themes (codes and categories) in relation to the broad research 
question related to transitions in and out of shared custody and parent-child relationships 
(Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2006). This analysis was conducted using a system 
of color-coded line-by-line coding as well as coding for ‘meaningful qualitative units’ (e.g., 
a sentence – see Chenail, 2012). Categories were formulated using the constant 
comparative method to assess and reassess codes and themes relative to each other (Daly, 
2007; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; LaRossa, 2005). Throughout the interviewing process 
memos were created and reflected on aspects of the participants’ stories and the 
researcher’s growing awareness of key categories (e.g., home, logistical aspects of 
navigating custody, relationships, developing concepts of fairness). This level of analysis 
necessarily meant that some “depth and complexity” of a particular interview was lost, but 
a “rich overall description” of the research data across the interviews was achieved (Braun 
& Clarke, 2006, p. 83). Overall, the thematic analysis was conducted at a ‘latent’ level 
which involved not merely identifying and organizing the data on a semantic level, but 
sought to examine “underlying ideas, assumptions, conceptualizations – and ideologies – 
that are theorized as shaping or informing the semantic content of the data” (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, p. 84). During the analysis I refined codes/categories to develop categories 
within higher order categories eventually developing a metaphor to capture the overall 
themes of the data (Aubusson, 2002). Most of these steps involved an analysis that was 
closely related to a grounded theory analysis. Ultimately, the quick pace of conducting 
interviews in close succession (while participants were still in the school semester) meant 
that it was not possible to do the necessary and deliberate steps of theoretically sampling 
codes and categories (Daly, 2007).  
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As I read through the interviews it became evident that it was important to understand 
key events and the overall chronological story for each participant. Each participant had 
experienced numerous events around housing moves, parents repartnering, changes in 
schools and shifts in custodial arrangements. Utilizing the information in an informative 
way to recall how and when these changes happened and to relate those events to other 
events or temporal locations, such as age, was not possible when the information was 
scattered throughout the transcript. Each interview transcript was reviewed in conjunction 
with the timeline and the researcher added in critical events on the timeline that may have 
been overlooked in the interview. The salient details of each participant’s interview were 
also summarized and catalogued in chart formation. The focus of such efforts was on 
exploring the complex interactions between the categories that emerged from the analysis – 
an overarching or global theme (Attride-Stirling, 2001).  

 
Results 

The purpose of this research was to gain insight and understanding about what young 
adults think about shared custody and to explore how and why transitions in and out of 
shared custody happened. There are three parts to this analysis: 1) The initial custodial 
decisions made post-separation and children’s perceptions about decision-making; 2) A 
description of the various types of custodial trajectories that the participants experienced; 
and 3) A in-depth discussion about the categorical “elements” that were identified as 
having an influence on transitions in and out of shared custody, including: situational, 
maturation and perceptions of fairness, flexibility, the pushes and pulls of relationships and 
the experience of rigid shared custody. This section presents participants’ perceptions about 
motivations and critical elements that brought about their desire for change, and in some 
cases why shared custody didn’t change.  
 
Initial custody decision-making: The impact of parental choice 
     Transitions into shared custody can happen at various stages of the child’s life course. In 
this research, twenty-two (n=22) of the twenty-eight participants started in a shared 
custodial arrangement, with 12 participants maintaining the shared arrangement until at 
least the age of 18 years. In this research the large number of children who started in shared 
custody was likely influenced by the criteria for participation that deliberately sought 
children who had experienced shared custody and their parents’ separation between the 
ages of 7 and 12. Given their young ages, virtually none of the participants had detailed 
information on the formalities of how arrangements were reached. Many of the young 
adults recounted being consulted about their preferences, but this largely seemed to be a 
formality, as parents had already made the decision to share custody. 

 
They came up with the plan and then said, “well, do you guys think that will 
work for you?...we didn’t really oppose anything. Um, we thought it was fair to 
see each parent um, half the time, so everything was equal. Fairness I guess 
was a lot of it. (P3, F, 19 years, Persistent Shared Custody, lines 848-851). 
  

     Some participants articulated that the decision had been made and, as children, they 
were expected to follow through, “I don’t think we had too much of a say because I 
remember in the beginning like, I didn’t like it.” (P17, F, 20, Shared custody one year to 
mother’s custody when father moved 40 minutes away, Lines 680). 
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Most of the parents, according to the participants, appeared to come to an agreement 

about shared custody fairly amicably, particularly where both parents were seen as involved 
and good parents. Similarly, for most of the children, a shared care arrangement seemed to 
make the most sense since there didn’t appear to be another alternative and they reported a 
close relationship with both parents.  

 
I think it was pretty much assumed that we were going to live with both parents 
equally. I know that’s what they both wanted. Uh, and definitely what I 
wanted. But, I don’t think that they said, “oh, would you rather live with just 
mom or just dad?”  It was, you know, “Oh, we’re still both going to be in your 
life. (P28, F, 25, Persistent Shared Custody-Cooperative/Flexible, Lines 209-
15). 

      
Six of the female participants started out in sole maternal custody. For two of the five 

participants sole mother custody was the only option because their father’s lack of 
proximity following the separation would not have made shared custody possible. One 
participant’s father spent time in drug and alcohol rehabilitation. Another participant’s 
father spent time in jail and rehab. Eventually her parents agreed to shared custody two 
years post-separation but she refused to spend overnights at her father’s home. The other 
two participants reported that they were told that mother-only custody was the norm or 
expected. 

 
Custodial trajectories. An important part of the research analysis involved mapping 

the participants’ narratives to ascertain the overall custodial trajectory for each of the 
participants since they started and ended in various arrangements. Custodial categories 
were identified as the researcher assessed the participants’ descriptions of parental time 
allocation, types of custodial change, what participants’ perceived about their parents’ 
intentions and how they described their own intentions. This information was important 
to understanding some of the context that underlies the opinions and participants’ 
narratives as they described and identified their motivations for change or stability. This 
information is incorporated in the descriptive tag-lines that follow participants’ quotes. 

 
Among the 28 participants five broad categories of custodial arrangements and 

transitions were identified: 
 

1. Persistent Shared Custody: Twelve (n=12) participants started and stayed in shared 
custody until at least 18 years of age (some even into young adulthood). There was, 
however, variability within this experience:    

a. Cooperative/Flexible: Ten (n=10) participants were in arrangements that were 
described by participants as largely co-operative and flexible wherein children had 
mostly positive relationships with both parents and the opportunity to make changes to 
their schedule to accommodate family activities, friends, work and school. By and large, 
these participants reported that shared custody had worked well for them. 
 
b. Rigid: Two (n=2) participants were in rigid arrangements that focused on a parental 
expectation of 50/50 equality at all times. Participants reported the threat of punitive 
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actions by a parent if they failed to adhere to an equal time division, such as withdrawal 
of parental affection or withdrawal of financial support for post-secondary education. 
 
2. Shared Custody into Sole Custody: Ten (n=10) participants started in shared custody 

and transitioned into sole parent custody (7 with their mother, 1 with their father, 1 
with their father then their mother, and 1 to mother-only custody and then back to 
shared custody). 
 

3. Sole Custody into Shared Custody: Four participants started in sole-mother custody 
and eventually transitioned into shared custody; one remained in shared custody until 
age 18, one moved into shared custody for three years before transitioning into 
primarily dad’s custody, and two reverted back to primarily their mother’s custody. 

 
4. Shared Custody Sought/Shared Custody Resisted: Two (n=2) participants had very 

different trajectories than the other participants having never spent time in shared 
custody: one participant described how she strongly desired shared custody, but 
despite her and her father’s efforts this was strongly resisted by her mother. 
Throughout her teen years, she gradually found ways to spend more time with her 
father. Another participant had parents who agreed to share custody two years after 
the separation, but as an adolescent she refused to accept the agreement and 
continued to live in sole-mother custody. 
 
The interviews provided rich narratives of the various experiences and feelings of 

children who have lived the shared custody experience, even if just briefly. Analysis 
revealed the participants utilized a complex matrix of parental, child and situational 
influences in making determinations about the suitability of their custodial arrangement and 
whether they wanted to seek change.  
 
Transitions: The elements that influence movement in and out of shared custody 
     By focusing on transitions in and out of shared custody, it is possible to recognize how 
varied are the trajectories of stability and change. The decision making process regarding 
changes to custodial arrangements can be seen has having two parts: (1) those conditions 
that prompt a child to want change; and (2) those conditions that influence what type of 
change the child desires (e.g., a change in scheduling or a larger change to move in or out 
of shared custody, and if they moved into sole custody which home/parent they chose).  

 
Overall, transitions are best viewed as the result of a dense and complex web of 

elements that include situational aspects, the impact of flexibility, maturation and changing 
perceptions of fairness, the pushes and pulls of relationships and the constrictions of rigid 
arrangements. This doesn’t mean that all elements combine in the same way to either 
promote stability or prompt change. The individual’s experience and their perceptions 
about what works or not, is critical in starting to understand why certain elements provoke 
change for some children and stability for others. 
 
Situational elements 

Situational elements reflect those logistical aspects of what it takes to live and navigate a 
shared custodial arrangement. The narratives of these participants reinforced previous 
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research (McIntosh & Chisholm, 2008; Moyer, 2004; Trinder, 2010) on what influences the 
likelihood of persistent shared custody. Conditions such as proximity of parental living 
arrangements, convenience, sense of home, and flexibility influence how easy or hard it is 
for children to make their day-to-day arrangements work. Each of these conditions can have 
a strong influence on facilitating shared custody or prompting change. 

 
Proximity of parents and convenience. How close and accessible parents live relative to 

each other and relative to school, friends and activities is of primary importance to making 
shared custody viable. The intensity of time spent sharing means that both parents are 
navigating the logistics of the child’s day-to-day activities, particularly school. P1 
described a shared custody arrangement where his parents always put him and his younger 
sister first. He described how that translated into cooperative behaviours between his 
parents, particularly their ongoing efforts to always live in close proximity to each other: 

 
My parents always put both of us before everything else all the time. So I mean 
obviously that explains why they never talked badly to each other, never used 
us to get back at the other one. Never tried to screw people on 
money…because you know pretty much from the ‘get go’ both of them knew 
that you’re hurting the kids way more than the individual…I mean they were 
practically in the same neighbourhood…like same cities so that we could go to 
the same schools you know, and we wouldn’t really have to be uprooted and 
stuff (P1, M, 21, Persistent Shared Custody, Lines 349-357).  

      
Some participants described what they viewed as proactive decision-making by their 

parents that facilitated shared custody. For example, one participant described his father’s 
deliberate decision to live in the suburbs, near his mother (also overriding his new wife’s 
preference to live downtown):  

 
Because you know, the children came first before the wife, you know, she 
really wanted to live downtown, but my dad was just like, but you know my 
children are here, this is where they go to school, this is where their Mom lives, 
we’re going to live {here}. (P26, M, 20, Persistent Shared Custody, Lines 466-
470). 

      
P28 described her dad’s rather pivotal decision to move back to town where her mother 

lived, after living three years in another city, 30 minutes away, in order to facilitate on-
going shared custody: “I think he was that worried that [younger sister] and I weren’t going 
to live with him equally because we were getting older and had more social lives. So he 
moved back.” (P28, F, 25, Persistent Shared Custody, Lines 335-7). 
      

Close proximity can also have an inverse effect such as when parents live so close (a one 
minute walk in one case). This can be a motivation to stay in one place, when being with 
the non-resident parent is easy and accessible: 

 
Because now I was so close to my dad that it was kind of like, why pack up all 
my things to go live with him when I can just stay here and he can come like 
visit (P16, F, 20, Shared Custody to Sole Mother, Lines 372-373). 
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A sense of convenience, which is often related to moving belongings and the proximity 

of the parents’ residences, became an important consideration, particularly as the 
participants started to mature and enter adolescence. By and large, until high school, 
parents did much of the planning and chauffeuring of children (to school, friends, activities) 
to make shared custody work. Some children faced trade-offs when lack of proximity 
between parents limited their choices for ease of getting to school, access to friends, or 
retrieving forgotten belongings. The following participant actually contemplated a change 
in elementary school because she was unhappy that her father lived quite far from school: 

 
I went and stood in front of him in the living room…and I was just like, “I’m 
not doing this anymore.”…I remember something that it used to really annoy 
me was that my dad lived really far away from both schools (senior public and 
high school)…so if I wanted to get to school I either had to take the {city} 
bus…so my dad would drive us and I would be there half an hour before 
school started…and that was no fun. (P4, F, 20, Shared Custody to Primary 
Dad to Primary mother, Lines 1193-1203) 

      
Many of the participants identified that the start of high school marked tremendous 

change as the intensity of school, part-time work, friends, and extra-curricular activities 
started to dominate their lives. The complexity of increasing social interactions and more 
time consuming activities, complicated the actual day-to-day logistics of also managing a 
shared custody arrangement. Access to friends was important. For P4, leaving shared 
custody arrangement in grade 10 to live with her mom, was primarily motivated by 
convenience: 

 
It was close to the school, I was doing sports, I was doing school, my friends 
were around there, like, and I was more independent. I didn’t expect my 
parents to drive me back and forth…when I was like 15-16 I got a job at the 
mall, which was the other direction from my dad’s house…so to go from my 
mom’s house to the mall was easy. But to go from my dad’s house to the mall 
was a huge pain in the ass. It was like 2 busses. You know, so…yeah, like my 
mom’s house was always more convenient, but living with my dad was, I don’t 
know, easier a lot of the time. (P4, F, 20, Shared Custody to Sole Mother, lines 
490-492). 
 
The decisions that parents make about living arrangements can have a significant impact 

on helping to facilitate shared custody. This does not mean that this will always translate 
into children wanting to split their time between two residences, but as these participants 
illustrate it does become a consideration, particularly as children enter adolescence. 

 
Sense of “home.” The decision to choose one house as a primary residence was often a 

function of choosing the place that felt most like “home.” A sense of being home, of being 
at the place that the child felt most welcomed and comfortable was a big pull for some 
participants in making a decision to choose one parent’s house over another. Even among 
some participants who maintained a shared custody arrangement, there was still an 
expressed preference for the home of one parent because more of their belongings were 
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there, the presence of a pet, the parent was viewed as more accessible or emotionally close, 
and they preferred the living situation, including whether there was a communal family 
dinner served, the junk food in the cupboard or the electronics that were available. 
      
This participant had a rigid persistent shared custody arrangement, but she described why 
she preferred her mother’s house: 

 
My mom’s house felt more like home…my mom’s house was more lived 
in…my dad’s house was more, it needed to be cleaned. He always had clients 
coming in and out and it was really…there was a lot of chores to be done all 
the time whereas my mom’s house was more…we were all sort of the same 
way... Like you could drop your stuff down…Have friends more often. We 
used to make cookies all the time with my best friends. And just like stuff like 
that. And I got a cat. That helped…she made it a lot more like home for me. 
(P23, F, 18, Rigid Shared Custody, Lines 393-423) 

 
Another female participant referred to mom’s house as “base camp:”  

 
But my dad’s house has never been, like, my room. It’s never been my room 
where I have like, posters up or like, just nice little things. It’s more so just 
been like random like, art materials, and stuff that has been collected, like 
junky stuff, it’s never been my actual room. My mom’s house was always 
where my room, my base camp was, and then I would pack the duffle bag from 
there and go (P7, F, 18 years, Sole Mother to Shared Custody for high school, 
lines 395-399). 
 
It is noteworthy that neither of these preferred homes were the family home prior to the 

separation. In other words, the sense of home was not about continuity of the physical 
space (the family home prior to separation), but rather about the atmosphere of the 
household and the presence of personal belongings. Ultimately, home is comprised of both 
tangible aspects, such as pets, the furniture and personal belongings, and intangible aspects, 
such as the atmosphere of the household around routines and expectations, including 
whether friends are welcomed. These were important elements for children. 
 
The element of flexibility  

Flexibility to permit changes to the custody schedule was identified as one of the most 
critical elements that children prized. Some of those changes were small or on a temporary 
basis to accommodate a parent’s work, a child’s social life such as a sleepover, a specific 
family event (e.g., reunion, wedding) or simply a child’s wish to choose where they wanted 
to be at a particular time. Some changes were permanent custodial changes that were made 
to accommodate a child’s need for greater convenience. Permanent custodial changes were 
not identified as what parents wanted, but generally reflected children’s wishes and needs. 

 
P15 recounted her parents’ willingness to simply allow her and her young sister to stay 

at one parent’s house if they were tired. Her parents’ willingness to not demand a rigid 
schedule for the adolescent demonstrated to this participant that they understood the effort 
it took to move constantly between houses: 
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Because they knew how hard, like how hard it was on us…and they would 
make it a lot easier on us, like, if one night we didn’t want to go they’d be like, 
“Oh, that’s okay, no problem.” (P15, F, 18, Shared Custody 7 years to Sole 
Mother, Lines, 607-612). 
 
A number of participants discussed how they used flexibility between their parents to 

undermine a parent’s rules and engage in behaviours, such as underage drinking, drug use 
or attending parties to circumvent another parents’ rules. Parents who were willing to 
accommodate a child’s desire to spend time at the other parent’s during non-scheduled time 
might (unknowingly) allow teenagers to stay with the more lenient parent when they might 
be out drinking or partying: 

 
Sometimes I’d want to stay at my mom’s, especially if it was like I heard a 
good party was coming up or something. Because I would want to stay later at 
the party. (P27, M, 18, Persistent Shared Custody, Lines 805-09). 

 
This may speak to a wider issue that parents were not sufficiently aligned in their parenting 
approach, or were unaware that the other parent was absent (e.g., out of town) when the 
child elected to stay at the other parent’s home. Some participants identified that they could 
be manipulative as adolescents when it was seen to suit their needs.  
      
Flexibility and ‘managing’ conflict. For some children, the extra time that a child spent 
with a parent was a form of accommodation whereby the child retreated to the home of the 
other parent during a time of conflict with a parent or step-parent or between a parent and 
their new partner. This extra time might undo the equality of shared custody in the short-
term but was a strategy that could give children and parents the opportunity to maintain a 
long-term shared custodial arrangement. Many participants viewed this type of flexibility 
quite favourably when it accorded the child some space to deal with their emotions or 
challenging circumstances. P28 described her father as emotionally abusive towards her 
mother, a pattern he continued with his two daughters. To deal with his behaviour they 
sometimes retreated to their mother’s house: 

 
Often, like I said, my dad was kind of emotionally abusive to my mom and, 
um, he would often say kind of mean things to me and my [younger sister] as 
well. Yeah, he would make comments like about my weight, my 
appearance…he would make comments about [younger sister’s] intelligence. 
Kind of the things he would make fun of my mom or be mean to my mom 
about he just kind of split them between us. So, uh, that caused quite a conflict 
where I would go stay with my mom. (P28, F, 25, Persistent Shared Custody-
Cooperative/Flexible, Lines 878-885).  

      
P8 also spoke of the opportunity to go to the other parent’s house. Her use of avoidance 

to deal with difficult relationships with her step-parents gave her flexibility, but this was 
not always perceived as an ideal way to deal with relationship issues: 
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It wasn’t the greatest. Me and [step-dad] fought for a long time and I’d 
constantly go back and forth, I’d get so mad at my mom because of [step-dad], 
and then I’d go to my dad’s house, and then I’d end up getting in a fight with 
[step-mom] and go back, so there was a lot of running away from problems. 
(P8, F, 18, Persistent Shared Custody, Lines 227-230). 
 
Inflexibility. Not all children, however, felt that they could alter the shared care 

arrangement, even temporarily, without repercussions. For a child who was in a rigid 
shared custodial arrangement, even a temporary shift to spend more time with her mother 
was not seen as viable: 

 
I would call her [her mother] and talk to her about it and she offered to come 
pick me up, but I thought ‘oh, going to her house would create more conflict’ 
so I just stayed (P12, F, 18, Rigid Shared Custody, Lines, 268-287). 

      
And for some children, who had ownership of time had implications. For those parents who 
viewed the allocated custodial time as “their” time the child’s perception was that the 
parent assumed an inflexible stance and became resentful or expressed disappointment if 
the child spent extra time with the other parent or with the child’s friends:  

 
Certain things would come up where you know maybe there was a big event 
going on with one of our families. On a weekend that we were supposed to be 
with one parent. So, I’d, you know, “Oh, is it okay if we go to this with dad?” 
…We’d get the “well, that’s my weekend. Your dad should be planning things 
on his weekend.” If it was coming from me [e.g., to sleepover at a friends] it 
could altered a little more easily. [If] one of them [was] doing a favour for the 
other that’s where problems came into play (P28, F, 25, Persistent Shared 
Custody-Cooperative/Flexible, Lines 818-23; 846-8). 
 
Overall, participants who expressed the most satisfaction with shared custody described 

parents who, by and large, showed cooperation and flexibility to respect their relationship 
with the other parent and allow for the child to plan for other activities, school and 
friendships.  
 
Maturation and changing perceptions of fairness 
     With one exception (a participant who was eleven), changes to custodial arrangements 
happened in the adolescent/teen years. The influence of the child’s age, development and 
sense of agency were important in making decisions about their custody and could be found 
in other aspects such as their sense of convenience and feelings about what it meant to be 
home or in the quality of relationships they experienced. But, in part, a significant influence 
as to whether custodial change occurred centered on emerging notions of fairness. Changes 
in the perceptions of what constituted a fair arrangement underwent reformulation for some 
participants, as they got older; a shift from seeing only a 50/50 arrangement as fair to 
elevating their needs into the definition of what constituted fairness. Initial custodial 
decision-making (whether shared or sole) had largely been the purview of parents, in large 
part a function of the participants’ young age at the time of parental separation. For most of 
the participants who desired change (either in or out of shared custody) revaluating how 
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custodial arrangements should address fairness for parents and fairness for themselves, was 
a significant consideration in making changes. These changes, however, were not always 
easy. These changes contained tensions, contradictions and even ambivalence; these are 
difficult choices and they are aware that making a choice to alter an arrangement (into 
shared custody, or to live primarily with one parent) could be interpreted as rejecting the 
other parent. Some participants ultimately declined to make changes despite questioning 
the fairness of arrangements and their own preference for a different arrangement. 

 
I’d never be able to make that decision in my entire life [choose mom versus 
dad]. I don’t think it’s fair… (Lines 1220-1221)…It wasn’t “oh, well this isn’t 
fair to me.”  It was well what’s fair to my parents (1313-1314)…So I just 
wanted to like make them both happy. I didn’t want to spend more time with 
one than the other because they wouldn’t like that (P11, F, 19, Persistent 
Shared Custody-Cooperative/Flexible, Lines 1318-1320).  

      
P21’s trajectory was somewhat unique in that she basically had a shared custodial 

relationship for a year when her father changed residences and a dramatic fight between her 
parents resulted in their ceasing all cooperation and communication. Finding herself living 
with her mother, she made repeated requests to see more of her father, suggesting that 
“maybe we should do one week, one week.” As P21 recalled, “Automatically she (mother) 
shot it down and said, ‘absolutely not. You either live with him or you live with me.” (P21, 
F, 19, Lines 1065-1067). Getting her own car at 16, coupled with her growing maturity and 
awareness that she had options, gave her the control she wanted over the relationship with 
her father: 

 
I never expected to be consulted (as a child)…they still treated me like you 
know, “this doesn’t have anything to with you. It doesn’t concern you”…but 
when I started realizing that like, yeah, I have options…Like the closer I got to 
like turning 18 and turning like “I get to decide where I live. I get to decide 
what I do…as soon as I got my car all the tension eased because I could control 
it again. (P21, F, 19, Shared Custody (1yr) to Mom’s Custody (4yrs) to Shared 
Custody (currently ongoing), Lines 1430-1439). 

      
For other participants, a focus on parental fairness was secondary to their own needs. 

P17 reflected back on her decision to no longer do shared custody after a year, in part due 
to her father’s move 40 minutes from her mother’s house and school (thereby inhibiting 
proximity/convenience). She realized in hindsight that she chose to prioritize her own sense 
fairness above her dad’s without commenting on whether her father’s decision to move so 
far away was fair to her: 

 
I think I knew in my head that it wasn’t fair to my dad. I guess I wanted to look 
at what was more fair for me and I wanted to spend more time at mom’s. And 
liked it, but, I guess I didn’t really care what was fair to dad it was more what I 
kind of wanted to do. (P17, F, 20 years old, Shared Custody 1 year to Sole 
Mother, Lines 1584-1588). 
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She characterized her desire to live more with her mom as “selfish” (Line 1614). When 
asked by the interviewer “Do you only have fairness when there’s equality?” she 
recognized that this occurred when she was focused on interpreting “fair” as “equal.” When 
she expanded her definition to take into account what was best for her and what it would 
have meant to live with her dad and her much disliked step-mother, she stated that the 
situation would not have been fair to her. 
      

For others, sole custody was perceived as unfair, particularly when it was viewed as 
rooted in parental anger and an inappropriate means to keep the child away from the other 
parent. One participant eventually chose to move into a shared custody arrangement that 
lasted throughout high school. She recounted: 

 
I thought my mom was just being mean and not letting us see dad as much, and 
I felt sorry for my dad not being able to see us as much. And I just thought it 
was unfair and I was mad at my mom for that…for that arrangement, which is 
why I kept changing it, and changing it, and eventually I got my way. (P7, F, 
19 years, Sole mother to Shared Custody to age 18, Lines 748-751) 
 
As discussed earlier, initial custodial decision-making was nearly exclusively parent 

driven. This dynamic underwent change as the participants started to mature and entered 
adolescence. For some participants, their notions of fairness, and particularly how they 
came to see their arrangements as unfair and in need of revision, underwent reformulation 
as they got older. Their maturation changed their perceptions and, in many instances, also 
brought about new strategies that allowed them to justify their choices and elevate their 
needs and wishes into custodial equation.   
 
Relationships and affection: The elements of ‘push’ and ‘pull’ 
    The quality of the relationship that exists between a child and their parent or step-parent 
can have a significant impact on the strength of the “push” or “pull” that a child feels in 
making custody decisions over time. Not only does the quality of the relationship impact 
whether choices are made to change custody, but they have a significant impact on where 
the child chooses to reside. Close relationships, where the child feels a connection and 
affection with their parents, often acted as a “pull” to maintain a custodial arrangement that 
was seen as working or acted as the impetus to make a change to an arrangement that 
increased time with a beloved parent. By and large, children who started and stayed in 
shared custody (with the exception of two children who were in rigid shared custodial 
arrangements) often reported positive relationships with both parents that provided the 
motivation to maintain the shared custody arrangement, even in the face of some 
inconveniences associated with such an arrangement (e.g., packing/transporting of 
belongings, lack of proximity to school/friends when with one parent). 
      

The pull of expanding a relationship with a parent was a strong motivation for the five 
participants who started out in a sole-mother custodial arrangement. P7 moved into shared 
custody at the beginning of high school after having spent four years in mother’s care. A 
warm relationship with her father, with whom she shared a love of sports, a step-dad whom 
she only met once prior to his moving in, and a fairly acrimonious relationship with her 
mom, whom she blamed for uprooting her, prompted her move to shared custody. These 
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elements were coupled with a desire to go to high school with the friends she had pre-
divorce (and where her father continued to live). In the end, she noted a positive effect on 
her relationship with both parents, and the special bond she shared with her father: 

 
I just opened up to him a lot more. He knew everything…so my mom just, she, 
I don’t know, she was like supportive and nice but she never like, she never 
tried to go out of her way to like understand how I was feeling, whereas my 
dad would listen, actually listen (P7, F, 18, Sole Mother Custody to Shared 
Custody for all of high school, lines 310-311; 313-315). 
 

     In contrast, conflict with a parent and/or a step-parent or a relationship that felt 
emotionally distant and was perceived to lack parental warmth and nurturance acted as a 
“push” as the child sought to influence custodial changes to minimize contact with a 
particular adult, distancing a poor relationship. The changes could happen regardless of the 
starting point – sole or shared custody. After two years in shared custody, a female 
participant felt that her relationship with her father began to feel distant due to her father’s 
intense work schedule and his focus on his romantic relationships. Although she loved his 
“hands-off” parenting style in high school, as she matured she came to resent that he didn’t 
know much about her life, such as her friends or roommates and that his questioning felt 
combative: 

 
By the end of it….I was spending time with my mother…it was just easier 
living with my mom but like, this was when I started getting really close with 
my mom… My dad likes to bicker with me. He likes to pick fights with me. 
And he likes to tell me how wrong I am about things. Lots of things. And that 
has been ever since I can remember. (P4, F, 20 years old, Shared Custody to 
Sole Mother Custody, lines 1250-1260). 
 

     P24 was a young man who made his decision to leave shared custody partly due to the 
escalating conflict with his step-father during his adolescence: 

 
I was getting into a lot of arguments with [Step-dad]. There was a lot of the 
typical male territorial control type of things, and I was at the age, you know, 
when I was starting to exert my, my independence, so I couldn’t take it. I 
jumped at the chance to go live with my father. (P24, M, 24, Shared Custody to 
Dad (for 3 years) to Mom, Lines 274-77). 
 
Positive relationships that are seen as nurturing and with minimal conflict can act as a 

pull towards a child wanting to spend time with a parent. In contrast, emotionally distant 
and/or highly conflicted relationships can act as a push as a child finds a way to distant 
himself or herself from a parent or step-parent, either temporarily or on a permanent basis. 
They also chose to live with the parent with whom they had a closer and more harmonious 
relationship. 
 
Rigid arrangements: The element of ‘imposed’ stability 

As discussed, children who experienced high levels of conflict with either a parent or 
step-parent were likely to make changes to their custodial arrangements. This, however, did 
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not aptly describe the persistent shared custodial arrangement for two of the 28 participants 
who experienced a persistently rigid shared care arrangement, characterized by punitive and 
coercive behaviours, with a focus on time and rights enforcement by a parent. This was the 
most unexpected finding. Each of these participants described themselves as having a 
parent who subscribed to a strict equal time rubric whereby the participant was expected 
(even into their young adulthood) to adhere to an equal division of time. The parent’s needs 
and expectations were central, rather than the child’s needs or experiences. Coercive 
behaviours included withdrawal (or threatened withdrawal) of parental love and affection, 
and the threat of termination of financial provision for post-secondary education. P12 
described one attempt to broach her desire to change custody as a teenager to live solely 
with her mother and her father’s reaction that she interpreted would have meant an end to 
their relationship:  

 
‘Cause when I did threaten him one time to move out, and he started crying and 
he told me to get out of the house if I was gonna act like that. And, like, I know 
it was a very touchy subject with him, ‘cause he wanted us 100% of the time, 
and he would tell us like, “your mother took away half of your life from me, 
I’m never gonna see you grow up for half your life”, and so I felt like if I had 
moved out I would have hurt him in a way that he would never have been able 
to forgive me. (P12, F, 18 years old, Rigid Persistent Shared Custody, Lines 
581-585). 

      
The coercive aspect of this father’s behaviour persisted and, like another participant, she 

had been threatened with the withdrawal of financial assistance for university if she failed 
to make efforts to be “equal” in sharing her time when at home for holidays. This 
participant was interviewed shortly after returning from Christmas holidays during her first 
year of university. At 18, she is no longer legally bound to any type of custody 
arrangement, but the rigidity of the arrangement and her father’s perspective yielded a 
portrait of a very controlling parent. During the holidays she was presented with a calendar 
whereon her dad had marked every day since September when she had visited with her 
mom and not with him. In her interview she recalls how her father reacted: 

 
He did notice and he made a time schedule up and put in my room for the day I 
came back, showing how unfair I was and how I’d spent more time with my 
Mom…And he was like, ‘do you think this is fair to me?’ … I: So what is it 
like to be 18 and be told that it was to still be exactly 50/50? P: Um…it’s hard. 
‘Cause like I, if I don’t want to stay with my Dad like, I think I should have the 
right to be like, “Dad, I don’t want to stay with you.” …I: The fact that Dad is 
paying for a significant part of university, does that factor at all into your 
decision? P: Yeah. Although like, he always threatens to take it away, uh, he 
can’t, my Mom told me he can’t, because it’s in the divorce agreement that he 
pays for the certain amount he’s paying…I feel like he is paying for most of 
my university so I should go and see him still, and do 50/50 to keep him happy. 
(P12, F, 18, Rigid Shared Custody, Lines 610-611; 614-615; 621-622-627; 
651-656) 
 



 

 

 

58 

The persistent arrangements of these two participants yield an important portrait for 
understanding the experience of shared custody; not all ‘stable’ or persistent shared 
custodial arrangements are constructed or carried out in the same way. For some 
participants, on-going parent-child conflict is usually a ‘push’ to leave shared custody or to 
find ways to minimize time with the conflicted parent. These two participants, despite both 
contemplating making such a change, struggled with doing what they felt would be in their 
best interest because the penalties enacted by the parent were too high.  

 
Discussion 

Concern about the lack of stability associated with shared custodial arrangements 
implies that the transformation of a shared custody arrangement into a single primary 
custodial arrangement is a failure or breakdown. The narratives of these participants helped 
to illustrate that a more nuanced approach is required: a shared custody arrangement that 
lasts should not automatically be defined as a success; a shared arrangement that morphs 
into sole parent custody should not always be deemed a failure.  

 
The metaphor of ‘alchemy’ speaks to the idealized promise of shared custody: a ‘golden’ 

arrangement that optimally blends the elements of fairness, parental rights, children’s rights 
and nurtures and sustains parent-child relations. Yet, the lived reality for children is a far 
more complex alchemy that responds to many competing conditions and changes within 
themselves and their family members. Several elements were identified that influence 
whether children seek custodial change or stability: situational, maturation and perceptions 
of fairness, flexibility, the push and pull of relationships, and parentally imposed rigid 
arrangements. No single element works to drive change or maintain an arrangement. 
Rather, it is extraordinary complexity that blends some or all of these conditions together 
within the child’s experience to either bring about change or maintain the status quo. This 
does not mean that all children can make changes at any given time, or that all children are 
pleased with the arrangement they are in – there are often trade-offs – maintaining a “fair” 
arrangement in the face of inconvenience, and sometimes in the face of strained family 
relationships. Indeed, it is unmet needs, such as lack of convenience, a desire for “home”, 
flexibility or the need to distant a difficult relationship and pull one closer, that give rise to 
transitions in all but the most rigid and coercive situations. Furthermore, each of these 
categories also contains tremendous tensions and contradictions – both within the 
individual experience, and across individuals. The concept of pushes versus pulls can be 
one useful way to think about some of those tensions as they attempt to maintain familial 
relationships while also navigating reconciling their own needs, parental needs, and 
perceptions about what is fair and how that should be carried out.  

 
The ability of parents to acknowledge changes in their own life (e.g., repartnering) and 

changes in their child’s life (e.g., adolescence, high school) are important elements in 
understanding a child’s desire for change. Shared custody is best seen as part of a post-
separation familial process, not as a state or an outcome. In other words, it is best not to 
view shared custody as the ultimate end-point, but rather as one of many potential 
opportunities and tools for parents and children to share family life. Understanding shared 
custody as a process recognizes that there is no single formula of elements or experiences 
that will blend together to produce the idealized shared custody outcome for all children. 
Each child and their life circumstances are unique. Furthermore, change over time is a 
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critical element both within the individual as well as across the family system. Children 
grow and change and with that emerging maturity come new social, academic and life 
changes. Maturation can also bring about changes in how they view their family 
circumstances and may bring about change in their perceptions of fairness – both within 
family relationships and how they feel about custodial arrangements. Children are also 
impacted by the changes that their parents and other family members undergo – moving, 
repartnering and a parent’s ability to engage with their child as they grow and change are 
complex events that blend together over the family life course and impact the quality of 
parent-child relationships and perceptions about shared custody. 

 
It should be acknowledged that custody is negotiated within a socio-legal process 

wherein parents and their children use the resources available to them to produce 
accommodations that they perceive as suiting, at the least some of their needs, some of the 
time. What this research helps illuminate is how varied are the reasons for transitions and 
that the ‘door swings both ways’ - some choosing to leave shared custody and others who 
choose to enter shared custody, even if just briefly. Of particular importance is how 
adolescence marks a critical time when it comes to evaluating whether a custodial 
arrangement is considered suitable. The study participants exemplify the observation that 
adolescents typically “vote with their feet” (McIntosh, 2009).  

 
Limitations. The participants in this research reflected a wide range of shared custodial 

experiences (e.g., duration, relational experiences, different starting points). In other ways, 
the sample for this research was fairly homogeneous and represented white, middle-class 
young adults who were predominantly female and all, but one, were engaged in post-
secondary education. This was an appropriate starting point given that shared custody 
generally tends to be a predominantly middle-class phenomenon (Moyer, 2004). These 
characteristics, however, also reflect that most of these participants have had significant 
advantages that have accrued to them and have translated into overall successful 
developmental outcomes; a benefit that not all children that have experienced their parents’ 
separation receive.  
      

The interviews were retrospective. These young adults had to go back in time to 
recollect events and remember their feelings about those events. Recollections can fade or 
can be influenced by retelling or information that they gather from a family member (e.g., 
parent, older sibling) and can influence how the child reconstructs the story and their 
understanding (Lollis, 2003). This can be very important information as children start to 
more critically evaluate the nuances of their parents’ separation and their experiences.  

 
Trinder (2010) has highlighted the need for shared custodial research that takes into 

account the starting point of custodial arrangements of  cooperatively agreed to by the 
parents versus court mandated/mediated. Preliminary Australian research suggests that 
mediated arrangements are less stable than cooperative arrangements (McIntosh et al., 
2010). This research was unable to track this aspect as the children had little concrete 
knowledge as to what formal or informal means were used.  

 
Implications for practice & policy. While shared custody is often billed as the optimal 

way to nurture and preserve post-separation parent-child relationships, these participants’ 
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narratives offer a more cautious conclusion: shared custody has only the potential to offer 
the opportunity for parents to nurture a relationship with their child. Shared custody is not a 
guarantee for a golden outcome – either as a lasting custodial arrangement or as a method 
by which to preserve parent-child relationships. To the contrary, a preoccupation with the 
quantifying of time versus the cultivation of relationship can be the downfall of some 
shared custodial relationships, particularly when they are enacted rigidly. Other researchers 
have noted that what most children desire is a warm, meaningful and nurturing relationship 
with each parent (Moloney, 2009; Trinder, 2009). Many tears were shed during these 
interviews, most in response to a difficult parent-child relationship. Relationships are built 
on shared experiences and personalities. They are nurtured through understanding. They 
also respond to change – change within the individual such as when children grow up and 
increasingly become independent and as parents undergo shifts whether through aging, 
work or repartnering. The risk is that some parents potentially lose sight of their children’s 
needs in the face of their own needs and expectations or a focus on time in lieu of a 
relationship. Australian researcher Bruce Smyth (2009) reflected on this pitfall: 

 
The apparent preoccupation with time as a number in family law (the ‘legality’ 
of time) rather than as a subjective experience (the ‘emotional experience’ of 
time) means that separated parents can lose sight of what is most important to 
their children – spending time in a broad spectrum of activities and experiences 
with their parents. (p. 64). 

 
Transistions, in and out of custodial arrangements, provided they are not motivated because 
of chronic instability within one or both homes, may in fact be a positive aspect for children 
and their parents. Focusing on the quality of relationships between a parent and child rather 
than on the “mathematising” of time (see Smyth, 2009, p. 36) will be a critical development 
in helping parents and children not only negotiate custody at the time of separation, but also 
to reevaluate its suitability as children and parents change.  

 
Conclusions 

     The idealization of shared custody as a panacea for separated families needs to be 
tempered. A shared custody arrangement that lasts should not automatically be defined as a 
success and a shared arrangement that morphs into sole parent custody should not always 
be deemed a failure; stability or change that acknowledges a child’s specific needs and 
wishes and their best interests should be the priority. Furthermore, what works for one 
child, may not be ideal for another child, even within the same family. Like any type of 
custody arrangement, a child’s experience of shared custody is complicated – it may be 
fairly easy for some, tolerable for some and immensely difficult for others. Ultimately, 
change or stability is a function of a complex ‘alchemy’ of elements that must take into 
account the lived experiences and feelings of parents, the child, and new family members. 
A focus on time to the exclusion of relationship not only short changes the child involved, 
but may also come to short change the relationship that the child has as an adolescent or 
adult children with their parent. It is hoped that this research will serve a cautionary note to 
those in the position to affect the custodial outcomes of children – judges, lawyers, 
legislatures, and custody evaluators – shared custody is not an ideal arrangement for all 
children. Ongoing efforts to determine the best parenting plan for children needs to 
continue. Furthermore, efforts to revisit parenting plans speak to the real time development 
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and changes as experienced by both parents and children. Parents must be mindful of their 
child’s ever changing needs and desires and find ways to consider new accommodations, as 
appropriate. Such efforts are not generally administratively expeditious, but rather 
acknowledge the complexity of human interactions, the individuality of children and 
parents and the overall goal to facilitate meaningful parent-child relationships that will 
serve the needs and wants of all members, to the optimal degree reasonably attainable. 
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Abstract 
Shared custody is frequently invoked as the ideal post-separation care arrangement for 
children, yet, little is known about how this arrangement works from the perspective of the 
child, particularly its impact on family relationships. Twenty-eight young adults, who spent 
a minimum of one year in a shared custodial arrangement, were asked to retrospectively 
reflect on their experiences as children. The qualitative interviews were analyzed utilizing 
thematic analysis. The participants’ narratives exhibited the business strategy of 
“managing-up” and illustrated how children are active agents in their relationships with 
parents, siblings and step-parents. Children are not merely passive players in navigating 
post-separation family relations but find ways to exert their agency to help and protect 
siblings, manage parental conflict, maintain shared custody to shield their parents and 
siblings from emotional hurt and initiate contact to maintain parent-child relationships. 
Shared custody does not provide all children with immunity from difficult post-separation 
parenting behaviours or difficult interpersonal relations and is not a guarantee that there 
will be close adult parent-child relations. 
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Research on parent-child relations has moved beyond a unidirectional approach that 
views interactions as a simple top-down process from parent to child. Bidirectional 
interactions between parents and children are an important perspective for considering the 
ways in which both parties influence the other (Kuczynski, 2003; Lollis & Kuczynski, 
1997). Yet, we are often inclined to describe children as “caught in the middle” between 
parents who are separated particularly when parents are acrimonious and engage in 
behaviours that are designed to retaliate against the other (Amato & Afifi, 2006; 
Brownstone, 2009; Buchanan, Maccoby & Dornbusch, 1996). Adults, when asked to reflect 
back on their childhood experiences of living in separated families, are apt to describe the 
predicament of having been caught between their parents (Ahrons, 2004). The idea of 
“being caught” implies a unidirectional transmission of less than desirable parental 
behaviour that is heaped upon passive children with little or no agency from the child. 
Being “caught,” however, does not fully capture the agency that children have and what 
they do in response to their parents’ behaviours, or the ways in which they actively manage 
and undertake responsibilities in their families (Lollis & Kuczynski, 1997; Kuczynski & 
Lollis, 2004; Menning, 2008). Agency refers to an individual’s “ability to make sense of 
the environment, initiate change, and make choices” (Kuczynski, 2003, p. 9). Within the 
parent-child relationship, agency can be viewed as being equally allocated to parents and 
children. Agency, however, is a separate concept from power, but the ability of an 
individual to exercise their agency is a function of relative power and resources (Kuczynski 
& Lollis, 2004). Power is perceived as disproportionately distributed to parents due to their 
access to greater resources by virtue of life experiences and utilization of repertoires such 
as coercion and reward (Kuczynski & Lollis, 2004). Within the parent-child relationship 
agency plays out in a dynamic that includes “a high degree of mutual influence, a 
considerable amount of both cooperation and conflict, and patterns of extraordinary power 
and vulnerability” (Kuczynski & Lollis, 2004, p. 213). Recognizing children’s agency in 
the parent-child relationship is part of a general movement away from pathologizing 
children’s post-divorce experiences (Arditti, 1999; Neale & Flowerdew, 2007). The ways 
in which children exert post-separation agency reflects the shifting of boundaries between 
the mother and child, which can be viewed positively by young adult children when the 
parent is seen to move towards “friend-like” status and is viewed as supportive (Arditti, 
1999). This research was designed to probe participants’ views and perceptions about 
parent-child relations to learn more about the experiences of children (now young adults) 
who had the opportunity to live in shared custody. 

  
During the course of the interviews and analysis it emerged that the concept of 

“managing-up” can be theoretically applied to better understand what children do and what 
children feel when it comes to making shared custody and relationships work with their 
parents. The concept of “managing-up” is borrowed from the business world (Gabarro & 
Kotter, 2005) and reflects the inherent power imbalance that often exists between an 
employee and those who have higher status within the organization, such as the manager or 
boss. When an employee invokes a stance of managing-up the corporate ladder, the 
employee takes the initiative and personal responsibility to undertake work tasks, plan for 
their own future within the organization and engage in behaviours, including coping with 
their emotions, that allow them to deal effectively with the strengths and weaknesses of 
their superior. When viewed through the lenses of bidirectionality and agency, an employee 
is not merely a passive vessel for whatever the manager or higher-up bestows upon them. 
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When the employee is viewed as an agent in the relationship she is as an active participant 
in effecting a work and personal exchange that facilitates the achievement of proactive 
personal and professional success. 

 
In acknowledging this bidirectional relationship, one must also concede that being a 

subordinate employee reflects a hierarchy associated with a power-defined relationship that 
brings challenges for the party that is at the lower end of the scale. Like an employee, who 
is much more dependent on their boss than vice versa, children are much more dependent 
on their parents – financially, emotionally and logistically – a type of unequal agency (see 
Maccoby 2000 in Kuczynski, 2003). Despite this unequal agency, both the parent and the 
child mutually influence each other and “contribute qualities such as negativity, sensitivity 
and responsivity to the jointly constructed interactive patterns that form the relationship” 
(Lollis & Kuczynski, 1997, p. 444). This complex interplay requires that parent-child 
relations consider the impact of time, expectancies, agency and power.  

 
One of the critical distinctions of the parent-child relationship, that does not usually 

define the employer-employee relationship, is the strong nature of emotional attachment. 
Intertwined with this emotional connection is the “future” associated with parent-child 
relationships – they are typically seen to possess a “nonvoluntary, stable and permanent” 
aspect that must be considered (Lollis and Kuczynski, 1997, p. 445). Unlike the 
permanence associated with the parent-child relationship, the employer-employee contract 
contains no such expectation and both parties are seen as free to move on when the 
relationship no longer works. In other words, the expressions of parental and children’s 
agency is confined by the expectation that this is a life-long and (usually) desirable 
relationship that should be nurtured and preserved. 

 
An important research goal is to document how children in various family situations 

invoke their agency to influence parent and family relationships and functioning. Much of 
the focus on issues related to separation and divorce relates to the parental experience of 
negotiating custody and support arrangements. Even the lived experience of separation is 
most often viewed through the lens of the parental experience. That tide is shifting. 
Increasingly, researchers are initiating efforts to document the experiences of children to 
better understand their perspectives, needs and emotions (Neale & Flowerdew, 2007; 
Smart, 2002; Smart, Neale and Wade, 2001) and of young adults (Cartwright, 2006; Eldar-
Avidan, Haj-Yahia & Greenbaum, 2009; Marquardt, 2005). This movement towards child-
centred research invokes a stance to proactively recognize the citizenship of children and to 
focus on their entitlement to recognition, respect and participation as opposed to mere 
welfare dependents of adults (Neale & Flowerdew, 2007, p. 27).   

 
Young adults who had experienced shared custody for a minimum of one year in their 

childhood were interviewed. The interviews were retrospective in nature and were focused 
on three key areas: how and why transitions in and out of shared custody happen, how 
shared custody influenced parent-child relations, and the young adult’s perspective on the 
fairness of this arrangement. This paper focuses on the descriptions that the young adults 
gave about how they experienced and negotiated family relationships, both in and out of a 
shared custody arrangement, throughout childhood and into young adulthood. 
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Method 
This research was conducted using the qualitative method of thematic analysis 

employing the use of semi-structured, in-depth interviews (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & 
Clarke, 2006). This method has been identified as an appropriate and effective means to 
learn about complex events, interpretations and motivations within family research and 
facilitate understanding about transitions and changes within individuals and families that is 
generally not accessible with one point-in-time research (Rosenblatt & Fischer, 1993). 
Most importantly, this research seeks to be not merely descriptive, but to generate an 
overarching theme to explore the interaction of elements of the post-separation parent-child 
relationship and how they are related (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Aubusson, 2002). The 
research questions followed an emergent design and were geared to study the young adult’s 
experience of shared custody from their point of view to better understand their perspective 
on family and life events, input, feelings, and motivations and how they relate to custodial 
stability and change and relationships (Daly, 2007; Kuczynski & Daly, 2003). I employed a 
critical realist perspective, which is important for understanding and accessing the 
experiences of participants, their reality, and most critically, how this should be interpreted 
and related back to the public discourse about the idealization of shared custody (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006; Willig, 1999).   

 
Participant Criteria. Due to the retrospective nature of the study and the specific 

focus on the experience of living in shared custody, participant recruitment had three 
key parameters: 1. Participants had to be a minimum of seven years of age and no older 
than 12 years of age when they experienced their parents’ separation/divorce. The seven-
year age minimum was set because children have few autobiographical memories before 
the age of seven (Bauer, 2007; Howe, Courage & Edison, 2003). The age of 12 was set 
as the higher limit to allow for the passage of time between the age at which the 
separation occurred and young adulthood and the possibility of family and individual 
change. This age grouping also confined children to a similar developmental perspective 
(i.e., neither so young that they do not remember the separation nor so old that they had 
would have had considerable say in the initial custody decision-making process). 
Furthermore, the age parameter situated the participants within a relatively similar time 
period with respect to custody laws, judicial decision-making and societal attitudes 
towards shared custody. 2. Participants had to have lived a minimum of one year in a 
shared custodial arrangement defined as a minimum 40/60 up to a 50/50 split in time 
between parents. Two exceptions were made which will be discussed below. 3. 
Participants had to be between the ages 18 and 25 years. This age grouping is associated 
with a period of heightened recall that typically occurs between the ages of 10 and 30 
years of age. This “reminiscence bump” (Bauer, 2007) is speculated to occur because of 
the intensity of experiences during this part of one’s life and a maturing sense of one’s 
personal identity that begins to form during this time.  

 
Purposive sampling was used because of the specific characteristics sought (Daly, 

2007). Recruiting efforts were focused on a mid-sized university campus in Ontario; this 
was partly a function of convenience and an expectation that children of shared custody 
tend to be from middle-class backgrounds and likely to attend university (Moyer, 2004). 
Flyers were distributed widely across campus in first year residences and widely used 
public places (e.g., University Centre, library etc.). Ads were also placed in both on-
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campus newspapers and the researcher conducted presentations to large undergraduate 
classes (e.g., psychology, economics, human sexuality) to solicit recruitment. Initial 
contact was conducted via email to screen potential participants as to whether they met 
the criteria and to gauge interest and establish meeting times. 

 
Participants. Twenty-eight young adults between the ages of 18 and 25 years of age 

participated (average age=19.6 years). There were more female participants (n=23; 82%) 
than male participants (n=5; 18%), a typical outcome for this type of research (see for 
example, Cartwright, 2006 (17.5% men) or Eldar-Avidan et al., 2009 (27% men)). 
Average age at time of parents’ separation was 9.4 years. Twenty-four of the participants 
were nearly equally distributed in first (n=9), second (n=7) and third (n=8) years of 
university. One participant was in fourth year, one participant had recently graduated 
and one participant was in first year of a graduate/professional program. The 28th 
participant was 18 years of age and was working full-time after having recently 
completed high school and was recruited by referral. A payment of $20 was given to all 
of the participants at the start of the interview to compensate for his/her time.  

 
Generally, the participants met the established recruitment criteria although four 

exceptions were made: 1) One female participant was 6 at the time of her parents’ 
separation; 2) Two participants did not meet the minimum of living one year in shared 
custody; their narratives were important to include in order to understand the perspective 
of a child who desired shared custody but had it denied and of a child whose parents 
agreed to shared custody but a child who refused to enter into the arrangement; and 3) 
One female participant did not meet the 40% minimum threshold for time in any one 
particular year. However, the significant time spent with both parents, particularly when 
examined over a longer timeline of two years, was indicative of an intense time-sharing 
arrangement that followed the patterns observed in many of the participants. 

 
Participants’ custodial trajectories. Part of the analysis involved mapping the 

participant’s narratives to ascertain the overall custodial trajectory for each of the 
participants since they started and ended in various arrangements. Custodial categories 
were identified as the researcher assessed the participant’s descriptions of parental time 
allocation, types of custodial change, what participant’s perceived about their parents’ 
intentions and how they described their own intentions. This information was important to 
understanding some of the context that underlies the opinions and participants’ narratives 
as they described their familial relationships. Among the 28 participants five broad 
categories of custodial arrangements and transitions were identified (a detailed analysis can 
be found in paper #1 on Transitions): 1) Persistent Shared Custody – Cooperative/Flexible 
(n=12); 2) Persistent Shared Custody – Rigid (n=2); 3) Shared Custody into Sole Custody 
(n=10) 4) Sole Custody into Shared Custody (n=8); and 5) Shared Custody Sought/Shared 
Custody Resisted (n=2).  

 
Data collection. Two hour private interviews were conducted in an on-campus 

meeting room using a semi-structured questionnaire which allowed for consistent 
questions across the interviews (e.g., how the custody arrangement came about, role in 
decision-making, descriptions of relationships with each parent, the role of money/child 
support, etc.), and divergence for individualized questions tailored to each participant’s 
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personal experience or for emerging questions as the researcher pursued new lines of 
inquiry. Most of the interview involved key questions and additional probing questions 
designed to gather information about the child’s perspective on how and why transitions 
in and out of shared custody happened, what conditions were associated with stability 
and how young adult children felt about familial relationships.  

 
At the beginning of the interview each participant sketched a simple family tree that 

represented his or her current family configuration. This was an informative approach to 
quickly learn about members of the participant’s family and to orient the researcher to the 
presence of step-parents (‘step-parent’ status was assigned if the individual had moved in 
with a parent, either married or common-law).  

 
The interviews incorporated the construction of a timeline because the retrospective 

nature of the interviews often covered six or more years. The timeline consisted of a large 
piece of blank drawing paper on which a black line had been drawn in the centre. Two 
memory triggering strategies were employed: sequential cuing which involved mapping out 
a detailed chronology of events and transitions such as parents date of marriage, 
participant’s and sibling’s birth dates, parents’ separation, custody arrangements, the 
entrance or exit of new partners, housing moves, changes in employment, school, extra–
curricular activities and the addition of siblings (step or half) as well as the participants own 
romantic partners and any other relevant events; and parallel cuing wherein the above 
events are recalled and reconstructed in relation to temporal events, such as age and/or 
grade in school (see Belli, Shay & Stafford, 2001). The researcher made all notations on the 
timeline with the participant sitting directly beside her. The timeline provided a visual 
summary that the researcher and participant could use to track events and a type of “short 
hand” where participants could point to a time period as they narrated their story, feelings 
and behaviours. Participants were encouraged to add in new information or alter 
information as recall occurred. The goal was not to achieve one hundred percent accuracy 
on event or date recall. Rather, the interviewer sought as full a recollection as possible of 
events as seen from the child’s perspective and the meanings associated these events and 
relationships. 

 
Analysis. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed manually. Using 

thematic analysis, I generated themes (codes and categories) in relation to the broad 
research question related to the child’s experience of shared custody and the impact on 
parent-child relationships  (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2006). This analysis 
was conducted using a system of color-coded line-by-line coding as well as coding for 
‘meaningful qualitative units’ (e.g., a sentence – see Chenail, 2012). Categories were 
formulated using the constant comparative method to assess and reassess codes and themes 
relative to each other (Daly, 2007; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; LaRossa, 2005). Throughout the 
interviewing process memos were created and reflected on aspects of the participants’ 
stories and the researcher’s growing awareness of key categories (e.g., home, logistical 
aspects of navigating custody, relationships, developing concepts of fairness). This level of 
analysis necessarily meant that some “depth and complexity” of a particular interview was 
lost, but a “rich overall description” of the research data across the interviews was achieved 
(Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83). Overall, the thematic analysis was conducted at a ‘latent’ 
level which involved not merely identifying and organizing the data on a semantic level, 
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but sought to examine “underlying ideas, assumptions, conceptualizations – and ideologies 
– that are theorized as shaping or informing the semantic content of the data” (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006, p. 84). During the analysis I refined codes/categories to develop categories 
within higher order categories eventually developing a metaphor to capture the overall 
themes of the data (Aubusson, 2002). Most of these steps involved an analysis that was 
closely related to a grounded theory analysis. Ultimately, the quick pace of conducting 
interviews in close succession (while participants were still in the school semester) meant 
that it was not possible to do the necessary and deliberate steps of theoretically sampling 
codes and categories (Daly, 2007).  

 
As the researcher read through the interviews it became evident that it was important to 

understand key events and the overall chronological story for each participant. Each 
participant had experienced numerous events around housing moves, parents repartnering, 
changes in schools and shifts in custodial arrangements. Utilizing that information in 
informative way to recall how and when these changes happened and to relate those events 
to other events or temporal locations, such as age, was not possible when the information 
was scattered throughout the transcript. Each interview transcript was reviewed in 
conjunction with the timeline and the researcher added in critical events on the timeline that 
may have been overlooked in the interview. The salient details of each participant’s 
interview were also summarized and catalogued in chart formation.  

 
Results 

 The interviews provided rich narratives of the various experiences and feelings of 
children who have lived the shared custody experience, even if just briefly. The analysis 
revealed that children expend considerable effort to protect, nurture and maintain 
familial ties with both parents and siblings. During the analysis it became apparent that 
some of the children’s efforts were devoted to their role of parental “go-between” to 
manage feuding or non-communicative parents, including orchestrating parental time. 
The narratives also reflected children’s overriding concerns about not wanting to hurt 
parents’ feelings when the child was involved in making decisions about shared custody 
(both initial decisions and revisited decisions later on). For some participants, their 
narratives reflected their efforts to find ways to manage and continue parent-child 
relationships that felt distant. Some of the most striking narratives were about the 
protective role that older siblings assume towards their young siblings (e.g., helping a 
younger sibling to remember their personal belongings during transfers between parental 
homes) and providing social support through maintaining a custodial arrangement or 
handling parental conflict on their behalf. All of these behaviours represent the ways in 
which the participants have “managed-up” their relationships with their parents. Some of 
those behaviours, such as taking responsibility for handling parental communications, 
reflected deliberately overt efforts to manage parental actions and relationships. Other 
behaviours reflected the covert, or, more concealed ways, in which some children have 
learned non-confrontational managing behaviours, such as not intervening in parental 
conflict. Furthermore, some management behaviours involved the ways in which 
siblings stepped up to provide care, companionship and nurturance to their siblings to 
compensate for parental gaps following the separation. 
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Relationships with Parents 
     One strongly recurring theme throughout many of the interviews was children’s desire 
to protect their parents from emotional harm. The urge not to hurt their parents often meant 
that the child tried to shield their parents from their own true feelings about specific aspects 
of the parent-child relationship the child found wanting or why they felt obliged to maintain 
a shared custodial arrangement. 

 
Living in shared custody: 50/50 is equal love. There are many reasons why children 

maintain a shared custody arrangement (genuine affection and close relationship with both 
parents, parents live in close proximity, arrangement is flexible) or choose to leave shared 
custody for a sole residential option (convenience, difficult relations with a parent or step-
parent) (see Whitehead, paper #1), but one recurring theme was that shared physical 
custody, dividing one’s time equally, spares a parent from feeling that the child has chosen 
one parent over another. While elements of fairness certainly permeated some of the 
participants’ responses, an equally shared arrangement was also seen as sparing their 
parents from any sense of rejection or hurt; a sense that the child’s love was not equal for 
both parents.  
      

P1’s narrative described a positive shared custody experience that worked well for him, 
his younger sister and both of their parents. In his interview he discussed the overtures he 
made in his first year of university to end the shared custody arrangement and how this was 
met with considerable resistance by his mother and most notably, his younger sister, who 
wanted him to continue with the arrangement when he returned home for visits. This young 
man came to realize that the shared arrangement had no apparent obvious end and that any 
decision he made would hurt his family members’ feelings: 

 
I got older. I had a point where I’m like, I’m in university. I’m living on my 
own. I have my own house. Like, yet, I’m still going back and forth because I 
don’t want to hurt someone’s feelings. (P1,M, 21, Persistent Shared Custody – 
Cooperative/Flexible to age 21, Lines 1013-1015) 

 
Ultimately, this young man decided to continue move back and forth, keeping to the same 
schedule as his sister and made the decision to terminate shared custodial living only after 
he graduated from university. 
      

P22, faced with a mother with a chronic illness that at times left her bed-ridden and a 
father whom she described as an alcoholic, did not alter her shared custody arrangement 
until she was in university in order to spare her parents’ feelings so that they would not 
assume that she was preferring one parent over the other: 

 
I think like I never wanted to hurt their feelings. Like even now I feel bad that I 
even stayed at my mom’s [during school holidays] because like then I think 
that my dad will be sad. So like to tell them that I want to stay at the other 
one’s I just like wouldn’t do it because I wouldn’t want to like make 
them…hurt their feelings or like make them think that I didn’t want to see them 
or something. (P22, F, 20, Persistent Shared Custody – Cooperative/Flexible, 
Lines 706-710) 
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Now in university, she tries not to hurt either parent by returning “home” as little as 
possible. Avoidance allows her to simplify her life by primarily living in one place while 
also managing any parental perception that she is showing greater favourtism to one parent 
over another. 
      

As a young teenager, P12 desired to remove herself from her father’s anger that was 
often directed at her and she contemplated leaving shared custody to live only with her 
mother. In her interview she reflected on her decision to not leave shared custody because 
she didn’t want to hurt her father: 

 
I did see a psychologist for a while after my parents’ divorce…I had 
established that I wanted to live with my Mom more because my Dad, he just 
didn’t understand…what my psychologist told me he saw, my Mom and I look 
very much alike. So when my Dad would look at me he would see my Mom, 
and he would take out his like, anger at me instead. So there was a point in 
time where I just wanted to live with my Mom, ‘cause my Dad and I were 
fighting all the time, and I couldn’t take it anymore. And I had told my Mom 
that, but I could never tell my Dad that I didn’t want to live with him, ‘cause I 
didn’t want to hurt him. So I just continued the 50/50 arrangement. (P12, F, 18, 
Persistent Shared Custody-Rigid continues, Lines 246-253) 

      
P20 described a great deal of conflict between her and her mother during her teenage 

years. During some arguments her mother would tell her to “just pack your stuff and get out 
then.”  Ultimately, P20 never lived only with her dad because “it was never an option for 
me to live with one parent only…because I knew how much that would hurt my mom and 
like I would feel way too guilty” (P20, 20, F, Persistent Shared Custody - 
Cooperative/Flexible, Lines 408-9; 449). Like other participants, this young woman chose 
to take responsibility for the parent-child relationship and subverted her own need for a 
more harmonious living situation and continued in shared custody.   

 
Not being able to share their true feelings. The burden that children can feel, even as 

young adults, to spare parents from knowing how hurt or disappointed they are in a parent’s 
lack of affection, interest, or how unfair they feel a parent has been is a significant aspect of 
the relationship work that some children/young adults assume.  
      

P2 described the difference between her relationships with her mom and dad, and how 
she is more honest with her mother and that she is protective of her father, who now lives 
thousands of miles away from her: “I’m still very conscious…like my dad is a kid and you 
could hurt his feelings very easily.” She finds herself having to keep quiet about the warm 
and loving relationship she has developed with her step-dad. She recounted events around 
her 19th birthday party wherein she was given presents by her mom and step-dad and had 
posted on-line pictures of her hugging them. She described her dad’s abrupt end to his visit 
without him saying good-bye because he was angered by her relationship with her step-dad:  

It was one of the first times I’ve ever told my dad, “I’m upset with you.”  I’ve 
always been really…not tell him my emotions, tell him how I really feel...he 
threw back in my face those pictures of me hugging my step-dad…my dad 
doesn’t get that I have this life. He takes offense to it, but you can’t. (P2, F, 
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Shared Custody to Sole Mother at age 11, father remarried and moved to U.S. 
when P2 started high school, Lines 643 and 677-8) 

      
For some children, a decision to leave a parent’s custody is about wanting to separate 

from a tense situation that involves a step-parent. P6 described ongoing conflict with her 
new step-mother over her choice of clothes, makeup and hair. She came to realize that she 
had the power to influence her father’s relationship and that he might choose his daughter 
over his new partner. P6 decided to take control and “manage” the situation; she moved in 
with her mother, reduced the conflict between her and her step-mother and accordingly 
preserved her dad’s relationship with his new partner: 

 
I said, “I can not do it anymore. I do not want to be here. I do not like her. And 
I did not want my dad to leave. So, if it had come down to it my dad would 
have left. Like my dad and I would have left. But I could never ask my dad to 
do that ever…I was going to be leaving [for college], and I did not want my 
dad to be alone. And for some unknown reasons he loves her. And I could 
never ever do that to him. (P6, F, 18, Shared Custody (6 years) to sole father 
custody (3 years) to mother’s custody for 6 months, Lines 725-731) 

     
P24, a young man, assumed a very different persona than his father whom he described 

as a “slacker” “stoner” and someone who “lacks ambition.” He recognized that his dad 
“cares for me a lot, and he does love me…but I recognize that it’s hard to take him 
seriously” (lines 389-90). In his interview he posits, ‘how do you rebel against a guy like 
that?’ Rather than question his father’s choices and failure as a parental role-model, this 
young man “managed” his father’s lack of ability or interest as a parent in guiding his 
development into adulthood and assumed the role of the responsible adult in the household 
and became a model citizen in high school, while living solely with his father: 

 
You help a mayor organize her campaign. You join the Junior Lions Club. You 
get really good at badminton and you become the student council vice-
president…I didn’t drink until I was 21. (P24, M, 24, Shared Custody to Dad’s 
custody (high school) to Mom’s custody for final year of high school, Lines 
532-535) 
 
Managing the parent-to-parent relationship. Managing parental conflict or lack of 

cooperation/relationship between one’s separated parents is not a new element in discussing 
the issues that some children face after their parents’ separation. It is this type of parental 
behaviour that is usually characterized as having placed children in the difficult position of 
being “caught in the middle.” The work that children do is not just about managing the 
outright conflict or fighting in which parents may engage, but also the smoldering distance 
and lack of cooperation that requires children and young adults to step-up and manage. P11 
noted, “I think I grew up faster because there was only one parent in the house” (lines 623-
4). But she also found herself becoming a confidant, “I’m, like the only there; it’s not like 
they’re talking to each other. Who are they going to talk to but me?” (lines 627-629). In 
particular she notes how her father confided in her about his relationship woes with his new 
partner, whom he divorced when she was in her final year of high school. 
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Special occasions, such as high school graduations and proms, were fairly recent 
important life events for these participants who referred to examples of how they had 
managed parental interactions. For those parents who have not been able to find common 
ground and put aside differences, these participants were able to describe the efforts they 
undertook on their parents’ behalf. 
      

Even though it had been eight years since her parents’ separation, P5 described how she 
assumed the onus of orchestrating having both parents at her graduation ceremony and how 
she organized the dinner so they wouldn’t have to spend time with each other, thereby 
sparing the parents from being uncomfortable and potentially herself, as well: 

 
For the actual ceremony they were both there…I talked to my mom and then 
went and talked to my dad. And like took pictures with both, but I actually 
ended up, for our dinner dance, I actually ended up not bringing my dad 
because my mom really wanted to go…I felt like having the two of them sit at 
a table together for that long would be really awkward. (P5, F, 20, Sole mother 
but Desired Shared Custody, Lines 334-339) 

      
P12 described a shared custody arrangement that exemplified a rigid arrangement at the 

behest of her father who still harboured considerable anger towards his ex-wife. P12 
described her Dad “trash-talking” her mom following the separation and then having to go 
to her mom to get the “truth.” Now a young adult, it was evident from her retelling about 
recent events associated with her high school prom and graduation that managing parental 
conflict still persisted, even eight years post-separation and both parents re-partnered. Part 
of “managing-up” is finding ways to deal effectively with the weaknesses of one’s 
employer/parent. For this participant, the managing of her parents’ conflict underwent a 
shift wherein she absolved herself of getting caught up in her parents’ conflicts and chose 
to no longer let it affect her emotions: 

 
Well, there was a big fight on prom night of who we were gonna stay with, and 
who got to take us, because my Mom was paying for my hair and my makeup, 
because my dad refused to do it because he pays for child support, so I stayed 
with her and that made my father upset…Graduation I didn’t go to because I 
had an exam…but my brother did go, and I know that my Mom went to go get 
my diploma and stuff…but my dad ran up to the front before she got there and 
took my diploma and all my certificates so she couldn’t see them…I ignore it 
now. I mean like, I can’t keep dealing with it, I can’t let it bother me or stress 
me out, like it’s their issue now, they have to deal with it. (P12, F, 18, 
Persistent Shared Custody-Rigid continues, Lines 523-525, 529-535, 538-539) 
 
Managing parental conflict requires that children utilize both overt strategies, such as 

finding ways to keep parental interactions to a minimum, to finding covert strategies to 
manage their own responses to the conflict. Some children/young adults continue to feel 
like it is their responsibility to take charge and intervene, while other children, perhaps like 
P12, who have found past efforts unsuccessful, have chosen to manage their parents by no 
longer taking on that responsibility and letting parents deal with their behaviours. 
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Relationship preservation with their father: Onus on the child. Many of the participants 
described a close and warm relationship with both of their parents. Yet, one of the recurring 
themes was the difficulty that some participants, particularly daughters had in finding a 
connection with their fathers; a challenge that seemed to creep up as they entered 
adolescence and persisted into young adulthood. For these participants, it was the growing 
realization that maintaining a relationship with their parent has meant that they must take 
greater responsibility to preserve the relationship by taking the initiative to keep in contact 
or to find a way to manage the emotional distance in the parent-child relationship. 
      

P19 was told by her mother that she will have to put in the effort to maintain contact and 
closeness with her dad. The concern was that he had very little contact with the daughter 
from his first marriage and P19 realized that he was repeating the same pattern with her. 
P19 lamented: 

 
I don’t think that’s fair at all. Um, but he does call, it’s just he doesn’t take the 
initiative to you know, make the plans…I keep on coming back to the fact that 
he’s a guy (Lines, 651-652, 654). I:  Why isn’t it fair?  P19: Because he’s 
supposed to, he’s my father, right?  He’s supposed to be the responsible one, 
he’s supposed to care about having a relationship with his daughter…he’s the 
older wiser one, he should be more, like, gung-ho about um, you know keeping 
a relationship with me, whereas I know he wasn’t with his first daughter. (P19, 
F, 19, Sole mother (3 years) to shared custody (2 years) to sole mother, Lines 
677-680) 

      
Similarly, P20 reflected that her relationship with her father, “should be a two way 

street, but he isn’t going to change, so I call him” (F, 20, Persistent Shared Custody –
Cooperative/Flexible). She wasn’t pleased that he doesn’t make the effort or initiate contact 
with her as a young adult, but she was resigned to have to shoulder the responsibility to 
keep the relationship going. 
       

For P5, the onus to facilitate a father-daughter relationship has extended beyond her own 
relationship with her father and is focused on assisting her father and her younger sister, 
who has not assumed responsibility. This participant has assumed the role of mediator and 
facilitator to find ways to bring her father and sister together: 

 
Like my dad definitely wants to see my sister again, and my sister, when I talk 
to her, expresses wanting to see him but, she’s like, “well he doesn’t call me.” 
And I’m like, “well he doesn’t think that you want to talk to him.” And he’s 
like, “well she doesn’t call me.”  And I’m like, “well, she doesn’t think you 
want to see her.” And, it’s just kind of; I think now, miscommunication and 
both of them being too stubborn to call the other one….when I do come home, 
I can usually convince my sister to like, “why don’t you come to dad’s with me 
tonight.” Or, “why don’t you come to dinner with us.” She’ll usually come if 
I’m there. (I: Okay.) I think they kind of need a buffer right now. (P5, F, 19, 
Sole mother custody, desired shared custody, one younger sister by 3 years) 

      



 

 

 

78 

Some of the young adult participants find that they are confronted with parents who they 
perceive take little interest in their lives or their interests. These relationships feel one-sided 
such that the young participants have assumed the onus to preserve the relationship and 
also recognized that they will not get the support or emotional availability from their 
parents that they desire. P2 described her relationship with her father: 

 
You know what I don’t like about my dad?  He doesn’t care to know about my 
interests anymore. He pushes his on me…My dad does not know the simplest 
things about my likes and dislikes anymore. Doesn’t care and it’s hard to talk 
to him now because he just doesn’t talk about anything else but his interests. 
(P2, F, 21, Shared Custody to sole mother, dad lives in different country since 
she was in high school, Lines 719-22) 

     
Similarly, this young man came to the realization in his adult life that “I’m not a priority to 
them” (his parents and step-father) (line 688). He analyzed his situation this way: 

 
It’s always a nagging suspicion that, yeah, they care, but they don’t care. And I 
get that from all three of them [mother, father and step-father], because, my 
dad, he’s moved on. My mom has moved on. (P 24, M, 24, Shared Custody to 
Sole Mom to Sole Dad to Sole Mom, Lines 703-706) 

 
This participant felt that his parents have not only moved on from the marital separation, 
but that they have also moved on from their children. Similar to the previous participant, he 
has had to come to terms that the parent-child relationship does not live up to his 
expectations and that he must adapt to this new reality, although he is not pleased.  
    

Maturation can bring about a rethinking about what role they may have played when 
they were younger and to question whether they are at fault for the gulf that exists in their 
parent-child relationship presently. For P17, the divide between her and her father stems, in 
part, from what she described as a very difficult step-mom. Now 20 years of age she 
questioned whether spending more time with her friends and boyfriend during high school 
left her dad feeling unappreciated and not wanted and that she too, bears some 
responsibility for the total lack of contact between her and her father that had developed in 
very recent months prior to this interview. The question of who has put more effort into the 
relationship and who bears the onus has been an ongoing source of contention between this 
father and his daughters who have felt that the onus is on their father, but that they have 
borne the brunt of the responsibility: 

 
We would fight about more, like, things, like “Well I called you last time. Why 
didn’t you call me this time?” Or, just basically who puts in more effort to keep 
the relationship going. And it’s always, he thinks he puts in more effort and we 
think we do. (Lines 1481-1484). I:  When you’re talking between the child and 
the parent, who has the onus? The responsibility? P17:  Well I definitely…I 
think the parent should have the responsibility. But in my situation I don’t 
think that is the case. I think the responsibility has been put on me and my 
sister to keep the relationship going. And it never used to be that way. But 
that’s how it’s kind of become now. (P17, F, 20 years of age, Shared custody 
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for 1 year then sole mom custody after dad moves 40 minutes away, Lines 
1498-1503) 
 
Participants expressed the opinion that parents bear the onus to take primary 

responsibility for nurturing the parent-child relationship. Although these participants felt 
that the burden had been unfairly transferred to them, by and large, they also realized that if 
that they wanted to preserve the parent-child relationship they had to recognize their 
parents’ limitations, keep their demands low and assume proactive management of the 
relationship. 
 
Managing the sibling relationship: A unique bond 
     The active role that some siblings take to assist a younger sibling at managing custody 
arrangements and parental behaviour is noteworthy. Many participants reflected on the 
importance of their sibling relationships. For some it was the consistency that a sibling 
provided by being present in both households. For others, it was their role as the protector 
or for their role as the protected. Birth order was an important factor; it was usually older 
siblings that acted as intermediary with parents and provided various types of “care” and 
“protection” to younger siblings. They often felt responsible for their siblings and were the 
person who helped address the challenges that came about because the children were living 
in two homes. This type of managing had two aspects: 1) horizontal managing between 
siblings where the older sibling provided direct assistance to their sibling (e.g., helping a 
younger sibling pack their belongings); and 2) vertical managing-up where a child stepped 
up into a “parental” role and filled in for where a parent may have been unaware or weak or 
fulfilling a need that a parent was simply unable to provide when children were moving 
between two homes.  

 
The importance of the sibling bond was identified for the unique continuity that this 

relationship offers and the closeness that they share: 
 
I’ve always felt more protective of him because, um, like I lived with him the 
most [since parents separation]…so I feel that like I know him better. And 
where I’m not a parent to him, but I’m still like someone he can talk to. Like, 
he tells me stuff more than he would tell our parents. (P11, F, 19, Persistent 
Shared Custody - Cooperative/Flexible, Lines 780-784) 
 
Siblings also acted as pseudo-parents, in part because they had a consistency in their 

younger sibling’s life that allowed them to see behaviours that their parents might not have 
been aware of because they were parenting in two different homes: 

 
I would see how he would be with one parent and how he’d be with another 
parent and like my dad doesn’t know how my brother is with my mom, and my 
mom doesn’t know how my brother is with my dad…I just like know, like 
what is going to work like with trying to get like, get him to do something. 
(P11, F, 19, Persistent Shared Custody- Cooperative/Flexible, Lines, 797-802) 
 
As in many families, separated or not, older siblings take on responsibility to assist and 

manage younger siblings. Moving between houses, however, can layer in new 
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complications and challenges when schedules and belongings must also be organized. P25, 
not only managed these elements for herself and her parents but she was clearly active in 
acting as a “second mom” to her little brother: 

 
I was the older one – I took on a lot of responsibility…I would kind of have to 
organize between everyone and be kind of the social coordinator of what was 
going on and what was happening when and who’s picking us up and where 
and when and what we would need. So I think that in that sense I was really 
like a kind of second mom to [younger brother] because like he would just 
follow my lead and I would make sure he had this and that and what we needed 
for the weekend. (P25, F, 21, Shared custody for 6 years to Mom’s custody, 
Lines 814-23) 
 
For some participants, the protective role that an older sibling played became evident 

when their sibling was no longer there requiring that a younger sibling assume a greater 
role in managing parents and step-parents. For these participants, their sibling’s departure 
to university left them feeling alone, despite the presence of their parent and step-parents.  

 
Me and my sister aren’t actually that close, but it still makes a difference to 
have your sibling at the house as opposed to your step-sibling and your step-
mom I guess, and being the only one there. (P13, F, 19, Shared Custody to Sole 
Mom, lines 200-203) 

 
P5 described how her younger sister resented that she left complaining “you left me alone 
here with them” (P5, F, 19, Sole mother but desired shared custody, Lines 406-407), while 
P6, a younger sister, noted that she was “stranded by myself” to deal with her father’s new 
partner after her older sister moved on to university (P6, F, 18, Shared Custody to Sole 
Father custody, Line 675).  

 
Sacrificing for their sibling: So they are not “alone.”  In the previous section some of 

the participants identified their sibling’s transition to university as a significant event 
resulting in their feeling alone as they no longer had their sibling’s companionship when 
navigating both households. Some siblings recognized the vulnerability of their younger 
sibling and made a deliberate decision to maintain the same custody time schedule or 
continued to live in shared custody after they had turned 18. These siblings appeared to 
elevate concern for their younger sibling above their own desires in order to provide 
companionship and a protective cloak over their sibling so that he/she was not “alone.” One 
of the strong themes running through these participants’ stories was that the sibling was 
motivated to protect their sibling because they shared a close relationship they had 
developed and been nurtured through their shared experiences. In turn this was identified as 
a special familial bond that was unique because it had been an important constant in their 
life. Some participants were the protector and some participants described how they were 
the ones who were protected.  

 
P1 reflected how his sister was his key motivation to keep moving back and forth 

between homes, even after he left for university. Though he acknowledged that he was tired 
of moving between homes and only “grudgingly” accepted the situation, the close 
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relationship with his sister and her request that he keep it up was his impetus to maintain 
the arrangement:  

 
The biggest reason was because of my sister. Because my sister and I are really 
close… we’ve been pretty much going back and forth between houses all our 
lives, so, the way I look at it, the only thing that has been constant, really 
forever, has been each other all the time. So, my sister was like, “no, don’t do it 
[leave shared custody]. If you do it then I’m going to have to do it [live in 
shared custody by herself]…and then if you live with dad mom is going to get 
pissed, blah, blah, blah, and its just going to screw everything up. (P1, M, 21, 
Persistent Shared Custody – Cooperative/Flexible to age 21, Lines 707-714) 
 
A female participant (no relation to the young man discussed above) described her 

brother’s efforts to continue shared custody even while he was in university, and made the 
move to forge out on his own once she had started university herself: 

 
He’s my favourite. Like we’ve both favoured each other in the family. He’s the 
only person who I’ve always lived with. He would always go back and for with 
me. Um, he was always very fair. He never…he was never extremely close 
with either of my parents…(lines875-878). He decided to switch with me every 
week. And I definitely thought that he stayed…that he did that because of me. 
Which I appreciate a lot. And when I moved out he moved out and now we’re 
both on our own. (P23, F, 18, Persistent Shared Custody-Rigid, Lines 910-912) 
 
P8 recounted how her older brother would have preferred a weekly rotating shared 

custodial schedule, but that she preferred a schedule that allowed her to see both of her 
parents more frequently - two days with dad, two days with mom and then alternating 
weekends with each parent. She described why he did this: 

 
I think just ‘cause he was older, he’s always been so mature and so smart, so he 
really helped me through a lot of stuff. Still does, like, I could call him any 
time crying about anything and he’ll always talk to me about it. So I think he 
knew that he had to be with me, for me to get through everything. So he stayed 
to my schedule. (P8, F, 18, Persistent Shared Custody – Cooperative/Flexible 
from 7 years to 18 years, Lines 340-343) 
 
Protecting siblings from parental conflict. Parental conflict is one of the biggest 

concerns among practitioners that work with separated families. As these young adults 
illustrate, some children can play an active role in managing their parents’ conflict – both 
for themselves and for their sibling. These siblings managed-up and shielded their siblings 
from the animosity that their parents could not contain and found ways to physically 
remove their sibling from the fray or assumed the mantle of the parental intermediary and 
communicator to manage scheduling and the transmission of information. One young 
woman recounted how her older brother reacted when her father was caught up in an 
argument with her mother and her father tried to convince P4 to accept his position: 
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My dad tried it once or twice…my dad said, “come on [P4], don’t you think 
I’m right?’ and my brother just grabbed me by the wrist and said, “You don’t 
answer that, come on, let’s go watch TV.” (P4, F, 20, Shared Custody to Sole 
Mother, Lines 1386-9) 
 
The role as parental intermediary/communicator is a role that some children assumed. 

For one participant, a moment during the interview that brought her to tears occurred when 
she discussed her recent transition to university. Her biggest regret was that she had failed 
to prepare her younger sister, 14 years of age, to assume the mantle as coordinator and 
communicator between parents who refused to speak (a role that this participant had 
assumed at age 12, two years younger than her sister): 

 
I didn’t ever really have a problem with it [her role as parental intermediary] 
personally. It was something I kind of assumed when I was 12 and I had done 
it ‘til I came to university in September. So the only time it was really an issue 
is when I left. Because then I knew my sister would have to do it and I didn’t 
think that was fair. She’s only…she was only 14 at the time. And she had never 
gotten used it. So the first couple weekends I was gone it was unbelievably 
hectic. Like she didn’t know how to do it. And I guess I should have let her try 
it a couple times so she could figure it out. But it was just awful the first couple 
of times. It’s gotten better now but that’s when it was a big issue and that’s 
when my dad and I got into a lot of arguments…I was just like “Get over it for 
[younger sister].”  You know?  But he can’t. (P21, F, 19 years old, Shared  
Custody to Mom’s Custody to Shared Custody, Lines 356-366) 

 
Shared custody has not spared this participant, or her younger sister, from parental conflict 
that takes the form of a complete inability to communicate. To the contrary, the persistent 
parental conflict has intensified the consequences for this participant as she has had to 
intervene at an intense level to coordinate between parents and on behalf of her younger 
sister. What is particularly striking is how she has assumed this responsibility but only 
articulated how it lacks fairness when the onus was shifted onto her younger sister. The 
participant seemed willing to shoulder the responsibility without openly questioning the 
role she has played or the burden that she has carried since she was 12 years of age. She 
even intervened to make a plea to her father that he alter his behaviour for her little sister. 
His refusal meant that she had to “train” her sister. 

 
Concern about post-separation conflict is usually parent-parent centric. These interviews 

brought to the fore, however, that there were also repercussions for children when there was 
conflict between a child’s parent and the parent’s new partner; new relationships can 
generate situations of conflict that children must manage. This participant found she had to 
find ways to manage the highly conflicted second marriage of her father and discussed how 
she intervened to protect her younger brother. Like the participant above, a striking element 
was how this participant was more concerned with the repercussions the fighting had on her 
brother and how she intervened to protect him: 

 
We spent a bit more time at my mom’s house after a while because um, like 
Dad and [step-mom] had issues. Like the whole time they were together, pretty 



 

 

 

83 

much. And um, we just didn’t want to be there. Like after a while of dealing 
with it I put my foot down and said, “I’m not coming over with my brother if 
you guys can’t be civil because he doesn’t need to deal with you people.” (P11, 
F, 19, Persistent Shared Custody - Cooperative/Flexible) 
 
Children, particularly older siblings, can assume a tremendous role in protecting their 

siblings from parental conflict. A focus on adult conflict is usually parent-parent centric 
and may ignore the other important adult interactions that children have to manage and the 
ways that they will step-in and manage-up on behalf of their siblings. 

 
Discussion 

Shared custody is often presented as what parents ‘do’ for their children; but this 
research provides evidence that shared custody is also what children ‘do’ for their parents 
(and sometimes their siblings). Children have a significant role to play in not only 
navigating the day-to-day responsibilities of living in two households and managing their 
belongings, schedules, school and friends, but they also manage relationships with their 
parents, siblings and step-parents. These children are called to “strategic action” 
(Kuczynski, 2003, p.12). This required that these children, and now young adults, were 
attentive to family emotions, dynamics, sensitivities and connections and acted accordingly. 
As the narratives of these participants demonstrated, there are a myriad of ways in which 
children identify needs and “manage-up” to meet them. As these participants helped 
elucidate they manage the physical and emotional care of siblings, communications 
between parents, strategize events to avoid or deal with parental conflict and find ways to 
sustain relationships with parents who appear to have placed a significant onus on their 
children to do the work of relationship maintenance.  

 
Shared custody has been invoked as the ideal custody arrangement (Kurki-Suonio, 2000; 

Kruk, 2005; Smyth, 2009). The focus is often attuned to the fairness of the arrangement and 
the expectation that maximum contact is a necessary precursor for ‘meaningful’ parent-
child relations (Moloney, 2009; Smyth, 2009; Trinder, 2009). It is also assumed that 
parents who share custody have largely avoided the pitfalls associated with divorce – that 
the parents are collegial and are able to successfully coparent their children. This 
assumption of collegiality may be a holdover from previous research on “early adopters” of 
shared custody who self-selected into this arrangement and were largely identified to share 
custody with low levels of conflict (see Trinder, 2010).  

 
Marquardt’s (2005) interviews with children, some whose parents separated and some 

whose parents did not, concluded that there are two dichotomies at work for children from 
separated families – they do more parental protection and feel less protected by their 
parents. Carol Smart (2002) has noted that not all parents understand the pressures their 
children experience to manage custodial arrangements and family relationships. The young 
adult participants in this research demonstrated that children do take ownership and 
responsibility for their parents – feelings, time and relationship – sometimes feeling like 
there is little reciprocity. This mirrors Menning’s (2008) research wherein he described 
how adolescents employ active strategies to deal with their negative evaluation of parental 
behaviours, such as parental indifference, and “take charge of their relationships” (p. 595). 
Sharing custody can also create loyalty dilemmas for children who are ready for a change 
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to their custodial situation but are unable to find a graceful exit that doesn’t leave one or 
both parents feeling that they have been shortchanged. A focus on not hurting their parents 
by refusing to make a choice to live with only one parent is a key strategy by which some 
children seek to manage and protect their parents.  
      

An important aspect of this research is that it illuminates and illustrates the important 
roles that siblings can play following separation. It has been identified that the sibling 
relationship is often “the forgotten bond” when it comes to sorting through issues related to 
parental separation (Shumaker, Miller, Ortiz & Deutsch, 2011) and research on this 
relationship lags behind other family relationships (Whiteman, McHale, & Soli, 2011). 
Previous research has identified that the work children do extends beyond the parent-child 
relationship and is extended to other relationships, most notably siblings (O’Connor, 
Hetherington & Clingempeel, 1997). In the context of post-separation family relationships, 
the protective role that some children execute as ‘little adults’ to parents and siblings has 
been previously identified, a role they often carry into their adulthood (Marquardt, 2005, p. 
40). Yet, much of the discussion around the need for shared custody centres on the parent-
child relationship. As this research helps make evident, for some children siblings are a 
central relationship because of their continuity, shared experiences and protection. As 
Lollis discusses, children need “warmth, affection, and emotional support” to help develop 
a child’s resilience (2009, p. 48). This research helps make evident that not only parents, 
but also some siblings assume the mantle of sibling protector and play a tremendous role in 
facilitating a younger sibling’s transition and transformation through divorce and provides 
them with the support they need to manage their new circumstances and the changing 
relationships that follow. The companionship role that some participants identified of their 
siblings so that they were “not alone” was revealing. Even though the child was in the 
presence of other people in the household (e.g., a parent, step-parent, and in some cases 
step-siblings) their own sibling offered them security and companionship that they did not 
feel was available by other members of the “family,” including their parent. Abbey and 
Dallos (2004) have identified that for some siblings the bond is intensified following 
separation, due in part to shared experiences. That is not to say that the shared experiences 
are the same for both children. There is a commonality in managing their parents’ 
separation, but gender and birth order assigns different roles with older siblings often 
taking an active protective role over younger siblings (see also Ahrons, 2004). The 
children/young adults in this research who continued to live in a shared custodial 
relationship, managed parental conflict on behalf of their siblings, maintained shared 
custody and provided companionship and protection for their sibling undertook this 
complex nurturing work.  

 
The difficulty that some daughters in this research expressed about their challenges in 

maintaining a meaningful and emotionally satisfying relationship with their fathers was 
unexpected given that shared custody has been posited as a key mechanism to preserve and 
build the father-child relationship (Geldhof, 2003; Kruk, 2005). The burden they felt to take 
ownership for the relationship and work to initiate and maintain contact was identified as 
problematic. With the exception of one young man, who expressed a lack of closeness with 
both parents, no participant described a mother-child relationship where they felt the onus 
to maintain that relationship was their responsibility. Perhaps, this finding should not have 
been unexpected given that previous research has generally found closer mother-child 



 

 

 

85 

relationships post-separation (Arditti, 1999) and less trust between fathers and their 
children post-divorce (King, 2002; Menning, 2008). These young-adult children, however, 
did not feel that the onus to initiate and maintain their father-daughter relationship was 
appropriately placed, and some expressed that it should be the responsibility of their father 
to take the primary initiative to maintain the parent-child bond. Arditti and Prouty’s (1999) 
research findings refuted much of the previously held assumption that disengagement is 
always father initiated; children, when they become disillusioned or frustrated, can also 
actively seek disengagement from their father. Yet, the daughters in this research have 
chosen not to disengage and have assumed the often assigned female-role of “kin-keeper,” 
which includes actions such as “arranging the details of visits, initiating contact, facilitating 
inclusion in larger family gatherings, remembering birthday and holiday greetings and gifts, 
discussing emotional and personal life, giving affection and nurture, and providing various 
types of support” (Schmeeckle, 2007, p. 179). Schmeeckle (2007) identified how 
stepmothers often assumed the kinkeeping role in contrast to many fathers, whom she 
described as a “passive participant,” in maintaining a relationship with their child. This is 
similar behaviour to what the daughters of this research have experienced. In response, at 
least for now, these daughters have identified their fathers’ deficiencies in maintaining a 
meaningful relationship with them and in response, have assumed the responsibility to keep 
the relationship intact by lowering their expectations and initiating contact rather than risk 
total disengagement with their father. They have chosen to ensure a future parent-child 
relationship by “taking precautions to ensure its continuation” (Lollis, 2003, p. 74). This 
research should extend a cautionary note to those that have the opportunity to influence 
father-daughter relationships that sharing custody is not a replacement for building an 
emotionally close and responsive relationship. 

 
Conclusions 

These research findings offer practice implications for legislatures, lawyers, judges, 
mediators, family therapists and those providing custody assessments who work on behalf 
of separating parents and their children –– the “growing body of research into children’s 
views” must be considered to guide them in understanding how best to serve each child 
who comes before them (Chisholm, 2009, p 65). Shared custody must not be viewed solely 
as what parents ‘do’ for their children; shared custody must also be seen as what children 
‘do’ for their parents. Unfortunately, shared custody does not automatically equal strong 
parent-child relationships or bring children immunity from the challenges associated with 
parental separation (Ahrons, 2004; McIntosh & Chisholm, 2008; Trinder, 2009). Parents 
bring forward their own personal strengths and shortcomings, which may, or may not, 
translate into forging strong bonds with their children. As this research highlights, children 
are active agents when it comes to managing circumstances and relationships after their 
parents’ separation in constructive ways. Menning’s (2008) research described adolescents’ 
managing of negative parental behaviour that included sharing minimal information, 
minimizing contact, withholding information, and changing residence. In contrast, the 
participants in this research exhibited numerous ways in which they “manage-up” to 
provide care and protection for their parents’ and siblings’ feelings, find ways to manage 
adult conflict, continue to live in shared custody for the benefit of parents and/or siblings 
and take the initiative to maintain father-daughter relationships.  
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Custodial decision-making and fairness: 

Young adults who lived in shared custody  

give their “expert” opinions 
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Abstract 
Including children’s voices in custodial decision-making is predicated on a rights-

based doctrine that children ought to have input on decisions that affect their best 
interests. Internationally, there is increased interest in shared custodial arrangements as 
more families try this arrangement and governments face increased political pressure to 
mandate rebuttable presumptions for shared care. Part of this interest is based on the 
assumption that shared care is the fairest and equal arrangement for parents.  

 
The voice of the child remains conspicuously absent in public discourse and existing 

empirical research; in particular, very little is known about how children who have lived 
in a shared custodial arrangement feel about their own input in decision-making. This 
research involved in-depth, qualitative interviews with 28 young adults who lived a 
minimum of one year in a shared-care arrangement. These participants were canvassed 
for their opinions about decision-making and their interpretations of fairness, justice and 
the child’s best interests. A thematic analysis revealed that many participants felt young 
children (13 years or less) should have input in how their arrangements were 
constructed, but not the final say about the type of custodial arrangement. There was 
general consensus that adolescents, starting around the age of 14, should have 
considerably more input and should not be forced to maintain an arrangement, including 
shared custody, that was no longer seen to serve their best interests. The implications for 
proposed legislative reform and intervention strategies are discussed.  
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The last decade has seen a significant socio-legal shift, particularly amongst some 
advocates, wherein the core principle of ‘best interests of the child’ is most optimally 
achieved by mandating a presumption for shared custody: a provision whereby separated 
parents share the time spent caring for their children equally (Geldhof, 2003; Kruk, 
2005; Kurki-Sunio, 2000). Focus on parental fairness, an interest in justice, and a 
concern about father-child relationship preservation, particularly from fathers’ rights 
groups, are among the key motivations behind the principle (Geldhof, 2003; Rhoades & 
Boyd, 2004).  

 
Focus on shared custodial care intersects with increased attention on the rights of the 

child. Increasingly, it has been touted that children’s ‘best interests’ are served by 
procedural justice and fairness, which includes the opportunity to have their opinions 
and preferences about custodial arrangements heard (Bala, 2004; Birnbaum, 2009). To 
what extent and how to involve children in family law matters has garnered little 
discussion in Canada yet is at the heart of most family law matters that affect children. 
Furthermore, how to ascertain these opinions and to what degree they should influence 
the decision-making process are not well established. Moreover, shared custody poses a 
new dimension to the discussion about the inclusion of children’s voices and opinions. A 
shared-care arrangement is not value or culturally neutral. Of further concern is that 
implementing a rebuttable presumption negates opportunities for inclusion of children’s 
opinions. 

 
Making the case for inclusion of children’s voices. The historical ‘protectionist 

model’ of viewing children as innocent and in need of protection has given way to a 
rights-based perspective that views children as “independent and autonomous beings” 
with the right to have their views heard (Kelly, 2005, p. 375) (see also Birnbaum, 2009). 
This idea has been further codified into UN Convention on the Rights of the Child, 
which endorses children’s participation in those situations that affect them. In Canada, 
the report of The Special Joint Committee on Child Custody and Access recommended 
that children have the opportunity to be heard in matters pertaining to their custody 
(Parliament of Canada, 1998). As Canadian family law professor Nick Bala outlines, 
inclusion of the child’s voice is predicated on the “promotion of a child’s best interests,” 
which is deemed to be the central factor the judiciary must consider when making 
decisions about arrangements for children following their parents’ separation (2004, p. 
2). The “best interests” principle is a difficult concept to apply because it is broad and 
“open to idiosyncratic interpretation” (Kelly, 1997, p. 377). In Canada, a child’s wishes 
are not determinative in family law matters, but are deemed a “relevant factor” when 
considered in the context of a “child’s age, maturity and motivation” (Bala, 2004, p. 1). 
It is now generally assumed that children ought to have a say, but there are many 
considerations that impact when and how that view will be ascertained and to what 
extent it will be factored into custodial decision-making. 

 
Accessing a child’s views and how to incorporate into legal decision-making. How to 

access a child’s opinion effectively is fraught with perceived pitfalls. The key area of 
concern is whether children are cognitively mature enough to consider the complex 
issues involved in custodial decision-making and to fit that within a framework that 
addresses their best interests (L’Heureux-Dubé, 1998). Cognitive maturity is generally 
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focused on a child’s age, level of development, loyalties, parental manipulation and 
many children’s overriding wish not to have to choose between their parents (Bala, 
2004; Birnbaum, 2009; Mantle, Leslie, Parsons, Plenty & Shaffer, 2006; O’Connor, 
2004; Warshak, 2003).  

 
There is also concern about whether a child can authentically articulate his or her 

custodial preferences when preoccupied with not wanting to hurt either parent, or the 
child feels a particular loyalty to one parent (O’Connor, 2004). While some view the 
child’s participation as an unfair burden of responsibility (Morrow, 1999), other critics 
challenge that notion on the basis that children can be very competent participants when 
accorded adequate familial, educational and legal support (Smith, Taylor & Tapp, 2003). 

 
The ideological assumptions of shared custody and the implications for children’s 

decision-making. Shared custody, like all custodial arrangements, is not value neutral. 
Framed within the question of what arrangement is best for a child are issues of gender 
and parenting roles, the implications of attachment, as well as notions of fairness and 
justice (McIntosh, 2011). Smyth (2005) has noted the increased predilection to view 
shared custody as an ideal arrangement because it honours fairness between parents, 
while losing sight of children and their experiences of this arrangement. Furthermore, 
the overriding ideological assumptions surrounding shared custody can subvert the 
child’s voice in custodial decision-making. For instance, it is often assumed that parental 
wishes dovetail with the child’s wishes (L’Heureux-Dubé, 1998). Researchers who 
delved into parental views about custodial arrangements found that the more parents 
reported that the arrangements were fair, the greater the likelihood they reported the 
arrangement was fair for their child (Parkinson, Cashmore & Single, 2005). Past 
research has found discrepancies between the parent’s perspective (which tends to be 
more positive) and the child’s more negative perspective, when interviewed (Amato, 
1987; Howell, Portes & Brown, 1997). In other words, parents’ perspectives to view 
shared custody (or any type of arrangement) and their child’s satisfaction more 
positively may not actually coincide with the child’s views and suggests a bias on the 
part of parents to see children as less affected by divorce.  

 
There is also the assumption that parents are the individuals most knowledgeable 

about their child and thus are in the best position to make the right decisions for their 
child (Brownstone, 2009). Parents working cooperatively to settle custodial 
arrangements between themselves and outside of court litigation is considered a noble 
endeavour that prioritizes a child’s best interests because of reduced conflict, speed of 
resolution and the perception that the arrangement is most likely to meet the child’s 
needs. Such encouragement, however, implies that the child’s voice is ‘heard’ without 
any formal encouragement or method to ensure this occurs.  

 
There are powerful ideological assumptions that will have an impact on child 

decision-making — both in whether children get to have a say and the underlying 
messages they receive about choosing the ‘right’ type of custody (Smart, Neale & Wade, 
2001). A central discourse currently underlying custodial arrangements is gender 
neutrality and that contact with both parents must be prioritized, even over a child’s 
wishes (Ottosen, 2006; Rhoades & Boyd, 2004). Smart’s (2002) research described the 



 

 

 

93 

narratives of children following their parents’ divorce and the persuasive ideology of 
fairness with its focus on “gender neutrality and emotional equivalence,” which can 
inhibit children from voicing an alternative position when a child was required “to take a 
stand against the powerful philosophy which insists that equal shares are fair, and also 
against the emotional strain of upsetting the balance between their parents” (p. 314). 
Furthermore, in the present ideological context, children who don’t ascribe to the notion 
that their best interests are served by maintaining contact with both parents are likely to 
have their views dismissed. In the current milieu of strong advocacy for shared custody, 
this could be viewed as a source of pressure on children to toe the line of fairness and 
acquiesce to the idea of shared custody even if it was not their genuine preference or in 
their best interests.   

 
Finding ways to ‘hear’ children’s voices in this research. The perspective of children 

is increasingly being invoked to inform the family legal system better. The challenge is 
“how to hear what is being said and then what to do with the diversity of accounts likely 
to be expressed” (Smart, 2002, p. 307). One such means is to learn from young adults 
who have lived through the experience of their parents’ separation and shared custody. 
By furnishing them with an opportunity to tell their stories and give their opinions, we 
are privileging them as the “experts” who are able to offer insight and advice to parents 
and those in the family legal system with the power to impact the lives of children 
(Fabricius & Hall, 2000, p. 458). 

 
For the most part, participants in this research study had lived a minimum of one year 

in a shared custodial arrangement between the ages of six and 18 years of age. They 
were asked to reflect on the fairness of their own arrangements and to give their opinions 
on the appropriateness of the role of children in decision-making. They were also asked 
to give their thoughts and opinions about the concepts of fairness, justice and the child’s 
best interests, particularly when these concepts are at odds with each other, providing a 
glimpse into understanding the participants’ interests, assumptions and values that 
helped frame their points of view (Spyrou, 2011). One unique aspect of this research 
was that the participant’s opinions were framed by their custodial trajectories; in other 
words, their thoughts and ideas were juxtaposed against the backdrop of the participants’ 
own lived experiences of moving in and sometimes out of shared custody. This study 
also offered legitimacy to the participants’ stories, privileging their perspectives; what 
research usually defers to their parents (Smart, 2002). 

 
Research Questions 

One of the important points of inquiry for this research was to learn more about how 
children who have lived in shared custody think about custodial decision-making and 
fairness, both from their own experience and what they think is best for children, 
generally. This aspect of the research focused on three core questions asked of all 
participants: 

1) Should children be involved in making decisions about custodial arrangements that 
involve them? What developmental considerations are deemed important? 
2) Did the participants’ own perceptions about what was fair and in their best 
interests change over time? What developmental considerations influenced their 
decision-making? 
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3) In situations where parents, lawyers or judges have to make decisions that might 
involve trade-offs between fairness, justice and the best interests of the child, what do 
the participants think is important for the decision-making process? 

 
Method 

This research was conducted using the qualitative method of semi-structured, in-
depth interviews. This research approach has been identified as an effective means to 
learn about complex events, interpretations and motivations (Rosenblatt & Fischer, 
1993). This was an appropriate method to study the young adult’s experience of shared 
custody from their point of view to gain insight into their perspective on family and life 
events, input, feelings and motivations, and how they relate to custodial stability and 
change, relationships and fairness (Daly, 2007; Kuczynski & Daly, 2003). The research 
goal was to identify key themes proffered by the participants in response to the interview 
questions (Braun & Clarke, 2006). 

 
Participant Criteria. Due to the retrospective nature of the study and the specific 

focus on the experience of living in shared custody, participant recruitment had three 
key parameters: First, participants had to be a minimum of seven years of age and no 
older than 12 years of age when they experienced their parents’ separation/divorce. The 
seven-year age minimum was set because children have few autobiographical memories 
before the age of seven (Bauer, 2007; Howe, Courage & Edison, 2003). Age 12 was set 
as the higher limit to allow for the passage of time between the age at which the 
separation occurred and young adulthood, and the possibility of family and individual 
change. This age grouping also confined children to a similar developmental perspective 
(i.e., neither so young that they do not remember the separation nor so old that they had 
would have had considerable say in the initial custody decision-making process). 
Furthermore, the age parameter situated the participants within a relatively similar 
period with respect to custody laws, judicial decision-making and societal attitudes 
toward shared custody. Second, participants had to have lived a minimum of one year in 
a shared custodial arrangement defined as a minimum 40/60 up to a 50/50 split in time 
between parents. Two exceptions were made, which will be discussed below. Third, 
participants had to be between the ages of 18 and 25 years. This age grouping is 
associated with a period of heightened recall that typically occurs between the ages of 
ten and 30 years of age. This “reminiscence bump” (Bauer, 2007) is speculated to occur 
because of the intensity of experiences during this part of one’s life and a maturing sense 
of one’s personal identity that begins to form during this time.  

 
Purposive sampling was used because of the specific characteristics sought (Daly, 

2007). Recruiting efforts were focused on a mid-sized university campus in Ontario; this 
was partly a function of convenience and an expectation that children of shared custody 
tend to be from middle-class backgrounds and were likely to attend university (Moyer, 
2004). Flyers were distributed widely across the campus in first-year residences and 
widely used public places (e.g., University Centre, library, etc.). Ads were also placed in 
both on-campus newspapers and the researcher conducted presentations to large 
undergraduate classes (e.g., psychology, economics, human sexuality) to solicit 
recruitment. Initial contact was conducted via email to screen potential participants as to 
whether they met the criteria, and to gauge interest and establish meeting times. 
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Participants. Twenty-eight young adults between 18 and 25 years of age participated 
(average age=19.6 years). There were more female participants (n=23; 82%) than male 
participants (n=5; 18%). This appears to be a typical outcome for this type of research, 
possibly reflecting a greater degree of comfort and willingness among females to discuss 
emotions and relationships (see, for example, Cartwright, 2006 [17.5% men] or Eldar-
Avidan et al., 2009 [27% men]). Average age at time of parents’ separation was 9.4 
years. Twenty-four of the participants were nearly equally distributed in first (n=9), 
second (n=7) and third (n=8) years of university. One participant was in fourth year, 
another had recently graduated and one participant was in the first year of a 
graduate/professional program. The 28th participant was 18 years of age, working full-
time after recently completing high school and was recruited by referral. A payment of 
$20 was given to all the participants at the start of the interview to compensate for his or 
her time.  

 
Generally, the participants met the established recruitment criteria although four 

exceptions were made: 1) One female participant was six at the time of her parents’ 
separation; 2) Two participants did not meet the minimum of living one year in shared 
custody, though their narratives were important to include in order to understand the 
perspective of a child who desired shared custody but had it denied, and of a child whose 
parents agreed to shared custody but the child refused to enter the arrangement; and 3) 
One female participant did not meet the 40% minimum threshold for time in any one 
particular year. However, the significant time spent with both parents, particularly when 
examined over a longer timeline of two years, was indicative of an intense time-sharing 
arrangement that followed the patterns observed in many of the participants. 

 
An important part of the research analysis involved mapping the participant’s 

narratives to ascertain the overall custodial trajectory since they started and ended in 
various arrangements. A detailed description is found in paper #1 on Transitions.  

 
Data Collection. Two-hour private interviews were conducted in an on-campus 

meeting room using a semi-structured questionnaire, which allowed for consistent 
questions across the interviews but also for divergence of individualized questions 
tailored to each participant’s personal experience or for emerging questions as the 
researcher pursued new lines of inquiry. Most of the interview involved key questions 
and additional probing questions designed to gather information about the child’s 
perspective on how and why transitions in and out of shared custody happened, what 
conditions were associated with stability and how young-adult children felt about 
familial relationships.  

 
During the last 15 minutes of each interview, I asked the participants to think beyond 

their personal stories and explore broader legal and ideological themes. Short preambles 
(see interview schedule at Appendix 3) were read to the participants wherein they were 
asked to give their thoughts and opinions about a child’s role in decision-making and 
what the legal community should consider when contemplating trade-offs between 
fairness, justice and a child’s best interests. These concepts were not defined for the 
participants. This was a deliberate decision so that the participants could share their own 
ideas and insights.  
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In keeping with the emergent design of the research, follow-up questions probed and 
expanded upon ideas raised by the individual participants (Daly, 2007). In addition, 
some participants proffered opinions about decision-making earlier in the interview (not 
always directly in response to the specific questions as outlined above). Those segments 
of the interviews identified as relevant were also included for analysis. 

 
Analysis. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and analyzed manually. Using 

thematic analysis, I generated themes (codes and categories) and patterns in relation to 
the broad research questions related to the concept of children’s role in decision making 
and the child’s perspective on the fairness of shared custody and parent-child 
relationships (Attride-Stirling, 2001; Braun & Clarke, 2006). This analysis was 
conducted using a system of color-coded line-by-line coding as well as coding for 
‘meaningful qualitative units’ (e.g., a sentence – see Chenail, 2012). Categories were 
formulated using the constant comparative method to assess and reassess codes and 
themes relative to each other (Daly, 2007; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; LaRossa, 2005). 
Throughout the interviewing process memos were created and reflected on aspects of the 
participants’ stories and the researcher’s growing awareness of key categories (e.g., 
home, logistical aspects of navigating custody, relationships, developing concepts of 
fairness). This level of analysis necessarily meant that some “depth and complexity” of a 
particular interview was lost, but a “rich overall description” of the research data across 
the interviews was achieved (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 83). Overall, the thematic 
analysis was conducted at a ‘latent’ level which involved not merely identifying and 
organizing the data on a semantic level, but sought to examine “underlying ideas, 
assumptions, conceptualizations – and ideologies – that are theorized as shaping or 
informing the semantic content of the data” (Braun & Clarke, 2006, p. 84). Analysis 
included a refinement of codes to develop categories within higher-order categories. 
Most of these steps involved an analysis that was closely related to a grounded theory 
analysis. Ultimately, the quick pace of conducting interviews in close succession (while 
participants were still in the school semester) meant that it was not possible to do the 
necessary and deliberate steps of theoretically sampling codes and categories (Daly, 
2007).  

 
Results 

These young-adult participants had many insightful thoughts and opinions about 
handling child custody and the conditions considered when including the views and 
preferences of children. Many of the participants tended to root their answers by relating 
their comments to their own personal experiences, or to peer-aged friends and relatives 
who had also experienced their parents’ separation. Upon analysis, four key areas were 
identified regarding a child’s involvement in decision-making and participants’ 
perceptions: 

1) Younger children (13 years or less) and concerns about their ability to make 
decisions; 

2) Adolescence (identified as approximately from age 14 upwards) as a transition 
point wherein children ought to be able to have considerable input over custodial 
decision-making; 

3) Tradeoffs: Fairness, justice and the child’s best interests; 
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4) The appropriateness of utilizing a third-party consultant to ascertain children’s 
views. 

 
1) Children 13 years and under and decision-making 

Generally, participants favoured consultation with children in the decision-making 
process regarding custody; however, numerous considerations were raised as to who 
might be consulted and to what extent children should have input in matters. One critical 
area raised was who is the final arbiter of the decision-making process? These young-
adult participants were very conscious of the implications that a child’s age could have 
on the decision-making process. Concerns were identified about a child’s inability to 
consider relevant factors due their young age, need for stability, and undue or 
inappropriate pressure to favour one parent over another.  

 
Each of the 28 participants identified a child’s age as an important consideration in 

how much weight ought to be accorded to the child’s wishes. There was some variation 
though general themes emerged. Young children, largely identified as those 13 and 
under (plus or minus two years), were seen to be less capable of making a decision that 
would be fully in their best interests. Participants were concerned that young children 
lacked the necessary cognitive ability and maturity to make good decisions. Concerns 
were also expressed that younger children were not fully able to understand the 
complexities, choices and consequences of their decision-making. A number of 
participants reflected and recalled how naïve they were in understanding what divorce 
was or what was supposed to happen, legally or practically. It should be kept in mind, 
however, that all of the participants in this research experienced their parents’ separation 
between the ages of six and 12 years of age (average of 9.4 years); in other words, they 
were old enough to have some memories of the experience but none had reached 
adolescence. As this young man recalled, not only did he feel he was too young to be 
involved in having input in the decision-making process, he recounted how unaware he 
was at eight years of age: 

 
I don’t think we ever protested, I think we were too young to really have a say. 
Um…I think to a certain extent, I don’t want to say this, but it’s the only way 
to say it, like, we didn’t really care. I mean, that was still an age where you’re 
not conscious enough of your place in the world so as to say…this is what I can 
do now, like, I disagree with that. It wasn’t. I don’t want to say it wasn’t our 
place to say anything, but it wasn’t something we were conscious, um, that it 
was something that we, we could have an opinion about, right? (P26, M, 20, 
Persistent Shared Custody, eight years at parents’ separation, Lines 753–759). 

 
While the child’s age was of concern, there was a general sense that children ought to 
have some input in the process.  

 
Consultation: Process versus outcome. Despite reservations about a child’s age, 

consistent opinion was voiced that children should be consulted in the custodial 
decision-making process. By and large, participants identified eight years as the 
minimum age for such inclusion; however, an important distinction was drawn as to 
what extent a young child’s opinion should be taken into consideration. Generally, 
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participants favoured allowing children to have some say in how the custodial 
arrangement would work (e.g., transition day, scheduling visits with friends, making 
small alterations to the schedule to accommodate family or social events), not what the 
custodial arrangement should be (shared, sole, split). One young woman summarized her 
position by noting, “I think they should [be consulted], but I don’t think they should 
have the final say because children don’t always know what’s best for them. And often, 
they’re too young to understand all the factors involved” (P10, F, 18, Sole Mom to 
Shared custody to Sole Dad, age seven at time of parents’ separation, Lines 990–2).  

 
The burdens and benefits of “choice.” One of the concerns expressed by a number of 

participants was that young children can feel extraordinary pressure if they perceive they 
are being asked to make a choice between their parents. The concern was that if a child 
has the decision-making power and “chooses” to live with one parent, this decision 
could be interpreted as articulating a preference or reflecting greater love for one parent 
over the other. A young male participant who grew up in persistent shared custody since 
his parents’ separation at age 12 summarized the difficult position children are in by 
relating a scene from the 2002 movie Catch Me If You Can starring Leonardo DiCaprio. 
This participant described a scene from the movie that had resonated with him: 

 
In the movie his parents are divorced and the lawyer comes in and he’s 
supposed to write a name about who he wants to live with — his mom or his 
dad — and so the lawyer’s like, “It's not a test. There’s no wrong answer. Just 
write down a name.” And his dad’s like, “Just write down a name.” And the 
mom’s like, “Just write down a name.” And so he’s looking around and he 
goes into the other room and he just runs out of the house. And I guess I could 
have related to that. Like, if anybody ever told me to write down a name about 
who I wanted to live with, my mom or my dad, I would never be able to do 
that....They were like, “Well we’re going to split it up equally.” And I was like, 
“Well that’s-that’s pretty much what I want.” Because I could never choose 
who I would rather live with — my mom or my dad. Like, I want to live with 
them both so equal custody was the best. Like 50/50 split (P27, M, 18, 
Persistent Shared Custody, 12 years of age at parents’ separation).  

 
As his narrative suggested, his parents made the decision to share custody, a decision he 
affirmed was what he wanted. He genuinely expressed his opinion that shared custody 
had worked well and had been fair for him. During the interview, this young man 
reflected that he had parents who had worked very hard on his behalf to provide him 
with a great deal of peace and harmony; his parents even shared custody of their dog. 

 
One young woman advocated for child involvement in the decision-making with a 

focus on how the arrangement would be managed as opposed to what the arrangement 
would be, making it clear that a child should have to do shared custody if the parents 
agreed to it. Her focus appeared to be on not putting the child in the difficult position of 
having to choose between the parents. For this participant, no choice was to be made: 
shared custody was not at option for the first five years because her father moved to 
Europe with his new partner to pursue his career. Her father had made a strong plea to 
have his daughter do shared custody when he returned to Canada. In order to make her 
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father happy, she tried shared custody even though she had no room of her own and slept 
on the pullout couch in the living room. She quickly grew tired of the arrangement and 
made the choice once again to live with her mom. Her quote illustrates her attempt to 
reconcile her perception of the appropriateness of shared custody with her own 
circumstances and her focus on the deference that should be accorded to children to find 
the right arrangement that works for the child’s needs: 

 
I think that they [children] should be involved in the decision. Um, I think if 
the parents do want to do shared custody that shouldn’t be an option for the 
child. Like, if they want to do shared custody, the child should do it, I think it 
should be an option for how long they want to do it, like, the-the actual 
arrangements [the schedule]….I think it’s really important to talk to the kid to 
find out what system works best….The decision to do shared custody I think is 
the parents’ decision to do it. I don’t think it’s fair to make the child choose 
whose house they want to live at. So I think it’s good to do shared custody, 
especially at the beginning. Unless there’s, like, my situation where, like, my 
Dad wasn’t there to do shared custody. Um….but I think it should be the 
child’s decision of how they would like to do shared custody (P14, F, 20, nine 
years of age at time of parents’ separation, sole mom custody for five years 
while dad is overseas, shared custody for one year at age 14, then reverted back 
to sole mom custody, Lines 809–822). 
 
Protecting children from having to prioritize one parent over another and a focus on 

equality of time were seen to go hand-in-hand for some participants. Similar to the two 
previous participants, a female participant expressed concern about the consequences of 
a child spending more time with one parent over the other. What was striking was the 
paradox of how this participant’s stance stood in direct contrast to her own custodial 
trajectory and the “choices” she made: 

 
Depending on the age as well, to kind of, like, know what the kid wants, but 
really it should be 50/50, like they shouldn’t have to….put one parent before the 
other. You know, they’re both, it’s your mom and your dad, like, they’re both 
your parents, they’re, they should be equal. Like, you shouldn’t love Mom more 
than Dad because you spend the majority of your time with your mother. That’s 
the way I think it is. And even though a lot of, like, through the separation I have 
spent more time with my mom….because I’ve seen my dad so often, because 
I’ve done that by choice, my relationship with my dad remained solid (P19, F, 
19 years, ten years at separation, Sole mom (three years) to Shared Custody (two 
years) to Sole mom, Lines 890–898).  

 
Her narrative displays how complex the emotions are when it comes to children finding 
an arrangement that suits both their parents and the child. The strong ideology around 
equality of time for this participant is tied to equality of love. On the one hand, she 
initially stipulated that a child should be in a 50/50 arrangement, in what appears to be a 
justification that equal time is equal love of each parent. She must reconcile this 
viewpoint, however, with her own custodial trajectory wherein she flipped in and out of 
sole mom and shared custody to sole mom custody by focusing on her need for 
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“choice.” She ultimately identified her ability to control the decision-making about her 
custody as having had the greatest influence on the positive relationship she shared with 
her father, not the presence or absence of shared custody.  

 
A number of participants clearly expressed that they don’t feel children should bear 

any responsibility or burden in making a custodial decision. There is a strong 
articulation that a shared custodial arrangement spares children from making any kind of 
choice by furnishing them with a practical solution to this dilemma. This stands in 
contrast to those participants who were not happy with either the lack of consultation or 
the custodial result. 

 
Lack of consultation. The participants who described strong displeasure with the 

custodial arrangements, as first implemented by their parents, also described their lasting 
dissatisfaction about not being consulted regarding the custodial arrangement. The sense 
of lack of control about their own situation resulted in stronger advocacy about the need 
for children to have considerable say in their custody arrangements. A female participant 
described how upset she was not to have had a say about the custodial arrangement since 
she was the one being “shuffled” around and found herself living solely with her mother 
for the first three years. What comes across is her sense of powerlessness in the face of a 
parent who manipulated her daughter’s perceptions of the “custody rules” in order to 
circumvent her daughter’s desire to see more of her father:  

 
Back in these days, I wanted to have a say. I wanted to have a say ‘cause it was 
about me, like, why should-why should Mom just make the decision, or well it 
wasn’t even Mom, that’s the thing about justice, it wasn’t even Mom, she 
always said it’s just-it’s custody, those are the rules….every child goes to their 
dad every second weekend, that’s just the way it is. And I didn’t think that was 
fair at all, and I thought I should have had a big say in it, ‘cause I’m the one 
that’s being shuffled around (P7, F, 18, age ten at parents’ separation, Sole 
mother to Shared custody for all of high school, Lines 970–976). 
 
This was somewhat similar to another female participant who also bemoaned the lack 

of any consultation in the process. This participant was included in the research because 
in her narrative she spoke passionately about wanting a shared-custody arrangement but 
being thwarted by her mother’s refusal to consider anything but her two daughters living 
with her. Much like the participant above, it was her mother’s unwillingness to truly 
hear her daughter’s desire for more time with her father and to completely shut down 
further discussion that was a particular source of frustration for the participant. As she 
entered adolescence, she was able to spend more time with her father, but this never 
achieved shared-custody status. She described how she was still bothered by her lack of 
say: 

 
Like, just for me and my [younger] sister and, like, I think that one of the 
things that does still bother me is that my sister and I never really had a say in 
where we were going to live at that age. Um, and although we were given more 
of a say later, it’s still really hard….you don’t want to tell your mom that you 
don’t want to be at her house then....I think it would have been nice to have a 
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little bit more….instead of being, like, “This is the arrangement and you can 
complain about it if you like,” to, like, “What would you like the arrangement 
to be?” (P5, F, 19, Sole mother, Desired Shared Custody, 11 years at time of 
separation, lines 279-286). 
 
Concerns were expressed that giving younger children a choice may result in 

inappropriate pressure to choose between parents, which they deem to be an unfair 
burden. There was also concern that children this age should not have final decision-
making power as these participants did not generally perceive younger children as 
capable of fully factoring in all considerations and making a decision that would be in 
their best interests. Children who appeared to be the most thwarted in getting their 
feelings heard, and hence less satisfied with their arrangements, were also likely to speak 
more strongly in favour of a child’s involvement in the decision-making process.  
 
2) Adolescence: Consultation in the decision-making process and revisiting 
arrangements 

Almost universally, adolescence was identified as an important turning point in how 
participants perceived how much input children should have in custodial decision-
making. With strong agreement, these participants identified the age of 14 years as a 
critical demarcation at which children should have the final say in what arrangement 
works best for them. Developmentally, this age was associated with the start of high 
school for the participants. Many participants cited growing complexity in their lives as 
they navigated school, work, friendships, romantic relationships and extra-curricular 
activities as a primary motivator for some children to simplify their lives and live solely 
in one house. Relationships also played a significant factor as they changed custody 
arrangements as they sought to increase distance from a difficult parent or stepparent-
child relationship, or sought more time with the parent to whom they felt emotionally 
closer. 

 
Shared custody for young children; choice for adolescents. A striking opinion was 

the way in which some participants wove together their thoughts about how custody 
should be handled for younger children and why arrangements should be revisited in 
adolescence. One of the persistent narratives among participants was their focus on how 
younger children ought to acquiesce to what parents choose, including shared custody, 
but parents should allow adolescents to make their own decisions. There was consensus 
that adolescents should be accorded considerably more decision-making autonomy and 
flexibility. It was also proffered by a number of participants that an adolescent should be 
provided the opportunity to revisit their arrangement. A focus on accommodating 
change (in the adolescent’s life and in the family) and concerns that forcing adolescents 
would be counter-productive and might foster resentment were raised.  

 
A female participant advocated for child consultation but recognized the limits 

associated with this when the child is too young to know what would be in their best 
interests (mirroring what other participants stated above). This participant lived many 
custodial permutations — she started out in sole-mother custody, segued into shared 
custody at her impetus and eventually moved into sole-father custody in the latter part of 
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high school. In her interview, she suggested the importance of revisiting the feasibility 
of the arrangement because people and circumstances change: 

 
I: Do you have any views about whether in general children ought to be 
involved in making decisions about custodial arrangements that involve them? 
P10: I think they should be because over time, that’s what happened with us, 
things change, kids want to spend different times. They realize what they like 
and what works best for them. I think that should be factored in. Like, I think 
it’s the kind of thing that should be revisited if necessary (P10, F, 18, seven 
years at parents’ separation, Sole mother to shared custody at 14 years to sole 
father custody at 15 years, Lines 996–999). 
 
The participants advocated that adolescence requires parents to accommodate their 

need for change and the importance of revisiting custodial arrangements. The impetus 
for change is a result of diverse reasons including finding ways to simplify their living 
arrangements, separating from relationships that were difficult with a parent or 
stepparent, maximizing time with a parent, or accommodating their changing notions of 
what was considered a fair arrangement.   

 
Routine for young children, flexibility for adolescents. Part of adolescent decision-

making focused on the need for flexibility. One male participant described his 
perception that young children need a set schedule so that the child has routine and 
stability. In contrast, he noted that adolescents require more flexibility: 

 
I think, um, you know at this young age rigidity is crucial to-to keeping the 
kids not confused really, to know-to know that you know every week you can 
expect the same thing, that you’re gonna be switching parents. For stableness, 
and especially in the development of the child, um, but it definitely, yeah, once 
you get to adolescence, um, there definitely needs to be openness to flexibility. 
And I think my parents realized that (P26, M, 20, Persistent Shared custody, 
eight years at parents’ separation, 863–869). 
 
Flexibility, however, could also be seen as a burden, particularly when the flexibility 

was expected to accommodate a parent rather than the child’s needs. A young female 
participant described a custodial situation wherein she was obligated to maintain a 
shared-custody arrangement throughout her childhood and adolescence. Her narrative 
focused on her father’s manner of timekeeping, which she perceived as rigid and 
inflexible. She described how her father expected his ex-wife and children to 
accommodate his frequent work-related travel and demanded that he be compensated for 
time missed because “he felt like even if it was 49/51 that it wasn’t fair” (line 1047). In 
the interview, she was able to express her feelings that adolescents should have the 
flexibility of choice and not be forced to maintain shared custody: 

 
Well....my situation was a unique one, I think. Because all my friends….none 
of my friends who have divorced parents have the same sort of deal going on 
where they would constantly switch houses. A lot of them would choose where 
they wanted to be and they could go back and forth freely. And I feel like for 
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adolescents....I think it would be a good suggestion….I don’t think 
forcing....forcing anyone to stay anywhere is the right choice (P23, F, 8 18, 
Rigid Shared custody, eight years at time of separation, Lines 1360–1368). 
 
Adolescents and their ‘best interests.’  While the overall consensus was that 

adolescents should have more decision-making power, it was also acknowledged by 
some participants that much like a younger child who might be unable to make a 
decision that fully accounts for complex factors, adolescents were also at risk of being 
unable to fully comprehend the issues and make decisions that were in their best 
interests. Despite the risks, the adolescent was ultimately deemed to know themselves 
and their needs best: 

 
I think that it was most fair for me to be able to make those decisions....when I 
got old enough to make them [from 6th grade on], although you don’t always 
know what’s best for you. Sometimes in that sort of circumstance, your parents 
don’t always know what’s going on in your life and what’s going on on the 
other end of things. So you are the one who knows what’s best for you and 
what the best decision will be (P25, F, 21, Shared custody to sole mom, six 
years at parents’ separation, 1267–1272). 
 
A young male participant shared a similar view. He made the choice to leave his 

mother’s custody when conflict with his stepfather had become untenable. He chose to 
live with his father, who lived elsewhere during the week for work, and whom the 
participant described as immature. He offered his opinion on the complications and 
issues associated with allowing teenagers to make significant life decisions: 

 
I: Was it appropriate that you got to make that decision? 
P: Um, if you’re saying do I think that it was appropriate that I would make the 
decision or do I think it’s appropriate that a 14-and-a-half-year-old would make 
the decision? I would say no to both, even though myself I’m glad that I was 
able to make the decision….It’s scientific that your brain hasn’t fully 
developed by the time your 14-and-a-half. How can you make logical 
decisions? I lucked out on a decision. I made a good decision not for the right 
reasons. Not for the right motivation. Not with the right information (P24, M, 
24 years old, Shared Custody to Dad to Mom, Shared custody to dad’s custody 
to mom’s custody, lines 993–1001). 
 
A recognition that family and circumstances change were important considerations 

along with an overall acceptance that adolescents were mostly seen as capable of 
making decisions. Adolescent decision-making is not without risks; adolescents can 
lack the ability or the right motivations to make decisions that are in their best 
interests. Nevertheless, it was generally expressed that it would be counter-productive 
to force adolescents to live in a custodial arrangement that was no longer seen to be 
serving their needs.  
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3) Tradeoffs: Fairness, justice and the child’s best interests 
Participants were asked for their opinions on the concepts of fairness, justice and best 

interests of the child. Among the ongoing challenges for family law practitioners 
working with families is balancing what are often competing interests when trying to 
reconcile parents’ needs and wants with children’s. Participants expressed their 
viewpoints about what they considered selfish parental behaviours and how fairness 
should be construed from the child’s perspective by prioritizing their needs. 

 
“Selfish parental behaviours.” Without prompting, some participants described the 

parental separation as a selfish act motivated by the parents’ best interests and not fair or 
in the child’s best interests.  

 
Because I didn’t have any say in the arrangement, that was the arrangement. 
That arrangement, the original arrangement, was made by them for their own 
needs, for their own purposes.  Nothing to do with me….it was never fair to me 
for them to break up. That’s like....the entire situation was based on unfairness 
to me as far as I was concerned at the time. And as far as I still think, it was an 
unfair situation. It was a selfish decision on their part. It was not taken into 
account for my needs or my concerns or anything to do with me. So if I’m 
looking at the situation, the situation was brought about by a giant violation of 
fairness (P24, M, 24, ten years at parents’ separation, Shared custody to sole 
mom at 13 to sole dad’s at 14, Lines 1105–1111).   
 
Selfish acts also included instances in which parents insisted on shared custody when 

the child didn’t want it, had an affair or re-partnered quickly, or when parents moved 
away thereby inhibiting contact. For some participants, there was a perception that 
parents had prioritized their own needs. In turn for their parent having made these 
choices, some participants felt that parents had an obligation to prioritize their children’s 
needs in matters of future considerations, such as parental caretaking and the nature of 
custodial arrangements. 

 
Emotional fairness versus the fairness of “equal” time. There was a general sense 

expressed by numerous participants that the onus should fall on the parents to 
accommodate their children’s needs and feelings and to do the necessary sacrificing in 
order to make the child happy. Accommodation included practicing flexibility to allow 
the child to grow and enjoy activities, relationships and friends, responding to changing 
circumstances (e.g., parent moving, re-partnering), and refraining from conflict and 
“drama.” As this female participant expressed, “especially when the kids are young, it 
should be the parents trying to accommodate the child, not the child trying to 
accommodate what the parents think is fair” (P28, F, 25, Persistent Shared Custody, 
Lines 1505–6). For some, this accommodation was about the necessary condition of 
flexibility wherein parents are not fixated on counting “their” time too precisely and 
focusing on what their child needs.  

 
I think fair comes down to if everyone’s happy….I don’t think every situation 
is going to be perfect. Um, even if it’s two days out of five that you’re seeing 
the other parent….it may not be fair when you’re doing the mathematical, this 
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many hours versus this many hours. But sometimes I think you just have to be 
very flexible in making things fair for everyone. Or at least everyone getting a 
little of what they want (P14, F, 20, nine years at parents’ separation, Sole 
mom to shared custody for one year, to sole mom, Lines 836–842). 
 
One young male participant thought that best interests of the child does not equal fair 

to the parents since best interests of the child ‘trumps fairness’ and ‘justice.’ He 
summarized his thoughts: “It’s nice to give people what they want, but it’s better to give 
people what they need.” Some participants articulated that a shared arrangement does 
not equate a fair arrangement when the child doesn’t want it, requires that the child live 
with someone they don’t like (e.g., a stepparent), the children are used as pawns between 
feuding parents or the parent isn’t competent (e.g., alcoholic, abusive, unstable, bad 
environment). Other participants had different notions of fairness when equated too 
heavily with a focus on maintaining a 50/50 arrangement or where there was a sense of 
precise scorekeeping in relationships. One young woman noted it is a false assumption 
that what is good for the parents is good for the child (P10). For another participant, a 
focus on precise equality was viewed as a form of “red tape” when there is an extreme 
focus by one or both parents on close scorekeeping of both time and experience. She 
described her mother’s preoccupation with fairness: 

 
I just thought it was kind of unfair that, um, my mom got really angry when my 
dad coached my soccer team. Because he wasn’t coaching [my sister’s]. So my 
mom would be like, “You know, why should he have more to do in your life 
than in [your sister’s] life?” So then she would coach [my sister’s] soccer team 
so that it was fair. You know. Exactly fair….It was just almost like a forced 
experience….I think it’s fine to have individual interests with individual 
parents….it was all kind of red tape in a way. Just everything had to be exactly 
fair for both me and [my sister] with both parents. And I found that to be 
frustrating and quite honestly probably not fair. As we got older because if we 
wanted to go, you know, do something special with my dad one day, I think it’s 
less fair that we’re tied down because it’s not his week than to maybe have a 
little more flexibility (P28, F, 25, age ten at parents’ separation, Persistent 
shared custody). 
 
Asking parents to focus on the child’s happiness and their specific needs could be 

described as a type of emotional fairness. Emotional fairness can be viewed as 
expanding the concept of fairness beyond the precise measurement that typically 
accompanies the counting of time. As these participants helped demonstrate, for many 
children, a precise counting of time was seen as less able to respond to what they 
actually need from the parents and adults in their life, which is flexibility, the home 
environment that the child desires, and less precise allocation of time that feels artificial 
and detracts from children being able to respond to their needs as they arise. 

 
The fairness of shared custody. Some participants endorsed shared custody as a “fair” 

arrangement when it achieved certain goals. For instance, P12, a young woman in a very 
rigid shared arrangement, noted that a 50/50 arrangement made other issues disappear as 
it circumvented her parents’ complaints (particularly from her father) about unequal time 
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or making her feel guilty if she had chosen one parent over another. For P17, shared 
custody was described as “the way it should be,” capitalizing on the inherent fairness 
that this arrangement promotes. Another participant offered that a shared arrangement 
meant there are “no extreme circumstances” with one parent getting more time or access 
to the child than the other.  Somewhat similarly, one participant suggested that equal 
time also facilitates an “equal balance between relationships” with both parents. These 
reasons demonstrate considerable deference to presumed principles that underlie some 
of the ideals that a shared custody arrangement can achieve. What is notable is the 
absence of the children’s needs and wishes as points of consideration in how fairness is 
defined.  
 
4) Utilizing a third-party consultant 

A number of these young adults suggested the importance of providing a third-party 
consultant to the parents that could consult the child on their views and preferences. 
Most often, this was identified as a professional (e.g., psychologist or social worker). 
Reasoning focused on the inability of children to report their true feelings to their 
parents: 

 
Yeah, um, I think it’s definitely better if it’s a third person. Like, not one of 
your parents. Um, and, like, yeah maybe a professional but, like, someone that 
knows how to deal with children so they’re going to be more responsive to the 
child. But it’s really hard to talk to your parents about it and, like, actually tell 
your parent how you feel about them at that age because, like, they’re your, 
like, authority. You don’t want to be, like, “I don’t like you” (P5, F, 19, Sole 
Mom custody but desired shared custody, age 11 at time of separation, Lines 
1136–1141). 
 
Some concerns were raised about the child not being comfortable with a stranger or 

random person and whether there is sufficient trust to be able to facilitate this difficult 
conversation with a child. This participant shared her lament in this regard: “I mean, you 
can have, like, a social worker or someone like that, but at the same time, like, they 
might tell you the truth, but, like, the child isn’t necessarily going to trust that person 
because they don’t know who it is (P11, F, 19, Persistent Shared Custody, age nine at 
parents’ separation, 1272–1275). 

 
Additionally, some participants related their own experiences of consulting a third 

party during their parents’ separation. One young woman recounted the helpful 
involvement of the therapist with her and her two brothers:  

 
She was a quite well-thought-of therapist. Um, my parents....they were really 
worried about what our....well what we were thinking so as a group we all went 
to see this therapist and talked about how we were feeling. And then afterwards 
she would talk to my parents about how we were feeling so my parents would 
know. And I think they thought it would be easier to talk to them because then 
we wouldn’t be assigning....she was neutral. So I think they felt....get more 
honesty out of us than they would (P10, F, 18, Sole mom, shared custody to 
sole dad, age seven at parents’ separation, 1180–85). 
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This positive description, however, stands in direct contrast to the overall narrative of 
her unhappiness with the custodial arrangement that was decided upon initially — sole-
mother custody and every other weekend and one weekday evening with her father. It 
was not long after this arrangement began that she began to lobby for more time with her 
father initially adding in another weeknight. Her mother’s new live-in partner was not 
liked and her decision to continually increase her time with her father was in part a 
function to get distance from her then step-father and enjoy the very positive relationship 
with her father that really started to blossom after the divorce. It appears that changing 
circumstances made the therapist’s work rather obsolete in very short order. 

 
Very few participants described the use of third-party consultants in the decision-

making surrounding their own custodial arrangements. Based on the participant’s 
descriptions, this may be a function that most arrangements were organized with 
minimal litigation. A professional third party, who could be seen as a neutral intervener 
between children and parents, was identified as potentially valuable. Some concern was 
expressed about children feeling comfortable talking to a stranger and disclosing 
personal family matters, but this was seen as a better alternative than requiring a child to 
express preferences directly to a parent. 

 
Discussion 

Many participants expressed difficulty or uncertainty as they attempted to share their 
thoughts and opinions on the topics of children’s decision-making and the concepts of 
fairness, justice and children’s best interests in the context of shared custody. Some 
participants commented that this was the first time they had been asked to think beyond 
their own personal situation and think more broadly about the implications for children 
generally. Others commented that this was a complicated area they had not previously 
contemplated or given much thought. Nevertheless, once encouraged, they had much to 
offer. 

 
When I started this research, I had anticipated that these young-adult participants 

would largely endorse children getting to express their wishes with regards to custody. 
Instead, what emerged was a more nuanced picture wherein these participants almost 
universally invoked the issue of a child’s age and questioned a young child’s capacity to 
weigh in on a child’s best interests thoughtfully and effectively. These concerns 
generally mirror the concerns professionals have also expressed.  

 
Many participants described the challenges of conveying their wishes to their parents. 

Looking back, many of the participants expressed that they simply did not have the 
understanding or maturity to appreciate the complex issues associated with the very 
adult divorce process and the implications for their own well-being. Many also felt it 
was unfair to place the custodial decision-making burden on a child, particularly when it 
could be viewed as requiring a child to favour one parent over another. In an era when 
we are encouraging inclusion of the child’s voice, frankly, many of the participants were 
dismissive of their ability to do so effectively, and seriously doubted that other children 
would be able to.  
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It is possible that this perspective may, in part, be a function of the lack of heavy or 
protracted litigation. While not all of the parents were described as highly cooperative, 
for the most part, decisions around custody did not appear to have been heavily litigated, 
if at all. Most participants acknowledged they had very little recall or information about 
how their parents reached a decision. It may be that parents were able to make decisions 
with little outside intervention or legal involvement. This may help explain why the 
children felt such little desire to be actively involved in the initial decision-making 
process at the time of separation. Those participants who expressed the greatest 
displeasure with their initial custodial arrangements and reported a parent who was 
dismissive of hearing their views tended to be the most vocal about insisting children be 
accorded a voice in the decision-making process. Overall, most participants were very 
clear they did not feel that young children (including when they themselves were young) 
should have final decision-making power, particularly about the type of custodial 
arrangement. On the other hand, most participants stipulated they felt children should be 
informed about the arrangement and many participants appreciated being asked their 
thoughts on logistical aspects such as the schedule, the bringing of pets and 
accommodations for special events. This distinction about the degree of decision-making 
was primarily motivated by a concern that children are not comfortable having decision-
making power where it may carry the risk of hurting parents’ feelings. Overall, the 
findings from this research mirror those of Parkinson et al., (2005) who reported that 
only a minority (n=13) of their 60 participants (aged 12–19) thought children ought to be 
able to choose their custodial arrangement.  

 
For some children, shared custody represents a “fair” position that spares them from 

hurting either parent (see Whitehead paper #2, 2011). This desire not to hurt their 
parents represents an ideal for some children who find the shared-custody situation 
amenable and have a close relationship with both parents. Yet, for some children, the 
shared-custody arrangement inhibits them from being able to express their true desire. 
As Spyrou (2011) advocates, understanding a child’s perspective requires “a critical, 
reflexive approach to….take into account the actual research contexts in which 
children’s voices are produced and the power imbalances that shape them (p. 152).”  

 
Adolescents and revisiting arrangements. Adolescence, however, marked a 

substantial shift as to how much impact a child’s wishes should have. These 
participants advocated that adolescents should have final say in making decisions 
about their custody even if the adolescent may not always choose an arrangement that 
was in their best interests (e.g., choosing to live with a parent they view as more 
lenient [see Whitehead, 2011, paper 1 on Transitions]). This perspective reflects how 
most family law professionals and courts in Canada treat adolescents (O’Connor, 
2004). As Bala (2004, p. 5) noted, Canadian courts have generally deferred to the 
preferences of adolescents because of their advancing development and the lack of 
effectiveness to force adolescents who can “vote with their feet.” This is the approach 
in other countries as well. In Denmark, Ottosen (2006) concluded in her research of 
75 complicated disputes that the Danish judiciary were accepting of the opinions 
expressed by children 12 and over, including refusing contact, but were wary of 
placing much weight on a child’s opinion who was under age 12. Smith, Taylor and 
Tapp’s  (2003) interviews with children in New Zealand between the ages of seven 
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and 18 found that very few of their child participants (1/5) were consulted about their 
views regarding residential arrangements, but that over the age of thirteen, half of the 
children were consulted about residence and contact arrangements. 

 
Implications for Policy and Practice 

Custodial decision-making is often viewed as a one-time event wherein parents 
(possibly with the assistance of courts and other family law professionals) make a 
determinate finding as to what the “final” arrangement for children will be. As the 
narratives of the participants started to unfold, it became evident that transitions of many 
types are a core theme to their lives. These young-adult participants have consistently 
made clear that including their voice means finding a way to revisit custody 
arrangements. Some of those transitions are smaller — changing a schedule, 
accommodating the child’s need for time with friends, work or school, or living “extra” 
time with one parent to defuse conflict with the other parent or a stepparent. Some 
transitions are much greater and reflect a child’s desire to change the custodial 
arrangement materially either to sole or shared custody (see Whitehead, paper 1). 
Almost universally, children want to be able to make decisions about their living 
arrangements that work for their lives, but they do not want to lose the relationship they 
have with each parent.  

 
We need to educate parents about the child’s life course — that there are marked 

developmental changes around friends, school and activities that change how much time 
a child wants to devote to family time. Furthermore, the added pressures of adolescence 
can bring about the need for stability that is achieved when they have one primary 
residence or “home base” from which to manage their life and relationships. Adolescents 
want flexibility, while a more predictable custodial schedule may be more essential for 
some younger children (see Whitehead, paper #1 on Transitions).  

 
With that educational goal in mind, we need to think about ways to encourage and 

allow families to revisit custodial arrangements. As Kelly suggests, application of the 
best interest’s standard compels one to understand what a child needs at a particular 
point in time and recognize that those time points are constantly changing (1997). 
Wallerstein and Lewis (1998) were critical of the lack of opportunity for revisiting 
custody arrangements, equating it with requiring a 12-year-old to wear the same shoes as 
a six-year-old because that was what was in place at the time of separation. Whitehead’s 
(2011) research on what conditions prompt transitions out of shared custody 
demonstrates there is a complex interplay of changing needs in response to children’s 
growth (e.g., school, friends, work, etc.), changing family circumstances (parent re-
partnering, moving) and maturation related to their understanding of fairness, which for 
some adolescents requires they give priority to their needs over maintaining a shared 
custodial arrangement. Changes within the child, but just as importantly, changes within 
the parents and the ever-changing context of new family members, makes it imperative 
that there be open opportunities to revisit arrangements. For many of the participants in 
this research study, the children found it difficult to make changes openly. For some 
participants, fear of hurting parents meant they maintained the custodial arrangement to 
avoid conflict (see Whitehead paper #2, Managing up). For some participants who did 
transition from shared custody to sole custody, they mentioned how they simply made 
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excuses as to why they needed to stay at one house until eventually they had achieved 
the arrangement that suited their needs (see Whitehead paper #1, Transitions). 

 
How presumptive shared custody bypasses children’s voices. In the context of current 

public pressure to enact legislative amendments that would award shared custody on a 
presumptive basis for all families, except in proven cases of abuse or neglect or where a 
parent opts out, such reforms would effectively bypass having to take into account the 
views, wishes and preferences of children. If custody decision-making was essentially 
pre-determined, there would be no need to assess past or current parenting, children’s 
needs or to canvas a child’s opinion. Furthermore, presumptive shared custody would 
assume that all children will equally benefit from this type of arrangement and will be 
equally well pleased — a conclusion that has largely been rejected by research (see 
Gilmore, 2006; McIntosh, Smyth, Kelaher, Wells & Long, 2011; Smart, Neale & Wade, 
2001;Whitehead, 2011 [papers 1 & 2]). Moloney argued, “By beginning our 
deliberations with a ‘fairness to parents’ presumption and effectively seeing children as 
goods to be shared, we tackle the problem from the wrong end” (2003, p. 59). Kelly 
(2005) advocates for approaching decision-making for children based on an ‘ethic of 
care’ rather than an ‘ethic of rights.’ This means focusing on actual relationships and 
care that children experience in the context of their lived and variable circumstances that 
better incorporates what children need and desire.  

 
The voices of the participants in this research coincide with many of the conclusions 

reached by Smart, Neal and Wade (2001), who similarly concluded that what children 
want is different approaches that allow them to have influence over their lives, flexibility 
and most importantly a close relationship with both parents. In other words, there must 
be a focus on children’s needs and how these are actually met, rather than how one 
thinks they should philosophically be met. This requires that we ask children; children 
who have experienced shared custody are no different. This also requires that family law 
professionals find ways to incorporate their voices in a manner that is productive, non-
threatening and meaningful, allowing them the most important thing that most children 
desire: a relationship with both parents. 

 
The child’s voice and the use of child-inclusive “third party” mediation.  
We can look to other jurisdictions for innovative methods by which to include 

children in the discussions that will affect their lives in tangible ways. Jennifer 
McIntosh’s work with Australian families has produced compelling research on the use 
of the child-inclusive mediation model to resolve parenting issues following divorce by 
focusing on the needs of the child in a manner that reduces post-separation parental 
conflict (McIntosh, 2007; McIntosh, Wells, Smyth & Long, 2008). This intervention 
utilized mediation and counselling strategies to help facilitate parents in constructing 
parenting arrangements that would best support the developmental needs of the children. 
One important and critical aspect of this intervention was a direct assessment of the 
child’s experiences through a family consultant, who meets with the child and provides 
parents and mediators with feedback about the child’s wishes and views. Child-inclusive 
mediation was found to have tremendous benefits, most notably for fathers and children. 
The positive benefits included lower acrimony reported by fathers in relation to their 
former spouses; greater improvement in the parental alliance reported by fathers; 
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children’s reports of improved emotional availability of their fathers and greater sense of 
closeness to them; greater contentment reported by children with care and contact 
arrangements, and less inclination to want to change them; greater satisfaction of fathers 
with care and contact arrangements of their children despite initial lower levels of 
overnight contact; and greater stability of care and contact patterns over the year. A 
profound impact of the child-inclusive process was that including children in the process 
meant parents were “moved” by hearing their children’s perspectives, which acted as a 
“wake-up call” to get parents to alter their behaviours around their children. In addition, 
it removed mothers from their role as “gatekeepers” of the information about the child. 
In turn, fathers were less likely to strive for their “equal share” when they understood the 
developmental needs of their child. One caveat is that this intervention requires parents 
formally enter mediation and does not address the need to periodically revisit 
arrangements, as discussed above. Nevertheless, it introduces a model for appropriate 
child-based input that is worth examining in other jurisdictions. Future considerations 
should be given as to whether such an intervention could also be expanded as part of a 
general movement to mandate that post-separation parenting agreements include a 
scheduled process to revisit arrangements periodically to ensure children are not left in 
custodial situations that no longer suit their needs.  

 
Conclusions 

This, and other research, has begun to identify that most children want a voice even if 
they do not want full burden of responsibility to have to make adult decisions, especially 
if they feel that they are making a choice that prioritizes their relationship or love for one 
parent over another. They want input on how they are going to live their lives, but most 
importantly, they want a relationship with both of their parents. They also want 
acknowledgement that things change (children, parents, circumstances), and as 
adolescents they want more decision-making autonomy and an opportunity to revisit the 
suitability of their arrangements. Shared custody can be a shortcut to fairness for some 
children who subscribe to the idea of equality, but can also be a burden when it no 
longer suits others. Legislating a presumption for shared custody can essentially short-
circuit children’s involvement in custodial decision-making and presumptively elevate 
parents’ needs for equality over what the child needs both developmentally and 
emotionally. Alternatives for ascertaining a child’s needs, such as Australia’s child-
inclusive mediation, need to be explored, recognizing that including a child’s input is 
less administratively expeditious than mandating shared custody, but that the long-term 
benefits to children’s needs and parent-child relationships can benefit. 
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Part III  
 
 

Final Thoughts:  
 

An Overarching Discussion of the Linkages and Lessons Learned 
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This final chapter serves as an important forum to discuss and reflect on some of the key 
tensions that have arisen in the debate surrounding shared custodial care and how this 
research contributes to the discussion. The introduction to this dissertation articulated that 
the stance of a critical realist would be employed. Employing the approach of a critical 
realist encourages that I privilege my participants’ experiences, but that I not simply end 
the story at that point. The shared custody experience and perspective of the participants, 
while uniquely each their own, also share some commonalities. Most critically, these 
experiences, unbeknownst to most of the participants, are rooted in a broad and intense 
socio-political discourse vis à vis the appropriateness of shared custody for children 
generally (usually articulated as the best interests of the child), and the concepts of fairness 
and justice.  

 
This chapter is organized around some core themes that encapsulate the tensions of the 

debate including: what I learned by conducting emotionally sensitive research, the ‘facets’ 
of time and the implications for parent-child relations, the narrative of the ‘good divorce’ 
and children’s experiences of shared custody, and shared care and the implications for the 
Fathers’ Rights Movement. Each theme will highlight some reflective insights about the 
research findings that should be considered, discuss how this research is reflected in the 
model that I initially created (see Introduction to this dissertation) and proposed changes 
now that research has been completed, and consider the policy and practice implications in 
further discussions about the appropriateness of shared care for parents, children and the 
on-going debate about implementing a rebuttable presumption.  
 
The Whitehead model revisited and linkages to this research 

The Whitehead model, featured in the introduction, was constructed as a way to bring 
together the very complex strands of the separation experience based on the existing 
theoretical and empirical literature. The topic of separation and divorce, and its effects on 
children, has long been the focus of social science and legal research. The overall purpose 
of the model was to provide a visual means to link past research to my own research and to 
give consideration to future research and inquiry. This is a working model. It has served as 
a set of sensitizing lenses by which to examine aspects of this experience and visually and 
theoretically situate these elements within the complex underpinnings based on the findings 
of this and other research. Although the research presented in this dissertation was not 
designed to test the proposed model, the research highlighted in the three papers has helped 
to build the knowledge base in the area of shared custody. These insights/modifications 
have been added to the model as I sought to understand the experiences of family 
relationships and decision-making with respect to the shared custody of children. 
Throughout this chapter I will draw attention to changes to the model that I have 
implemented. This is a flexible iteration fully open to future research and modifications by 
myself, and potentially, other researchers. The ‘revised’ model can be found at Appendix 1 
of this Discussion chapter.  

 
The first paper on transitions brings to the fore the complexities of children’s 

experiences and the forces that drive change into and out of shared custody. Looking to the 
model, the first paper highlights the importance of parent-child relationships (represented 
by the bi-directional arrows), the overarching concept of time as it relates to maturation that 
brings about developmental changes and new needs and changing perceptions about 
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fairness, and the personal factors for parents and the child. Seizing on the metaphor of an 
‘alchemist’ the research was important in drawing attention to the complexities by which 
these aspects blend together in countless ways within the experiences of individual 
children. 

 
The second paper on ‘Managing-up’ brought to the fore the complexities of parent-child 

and sibling relationships (represented by the bi-directional arrows criss-crossing the various 
family members). Children are not merely passive family members following 
separation/divorce but that many assume a great deal of agency (see child factors box) in 
how they manage relationships (both positive and negative) with parents and make strategic 
decisions regarding shared custody to serve the best interests of their parents and siblings.  

 
Finally, the third paper on decision-making and fairness allowed the participant ‘experts’ 

to articulate their view points about fairness, justice and decision making that is denoted in 
the interplay between contextual factors and how social constructions interact to shape and 
modify their definitions (see top boxes of model). As these participants noted, a child’s age 
(see the ‘child factors’ box) was a key determinant in the degree to which these participants 
felt that children ought to have decision making power about custodial decisions. 
 
Conducting emotionally sensitive research: The impact of the participants’ 
experiences on the researcher 

Qualitative interviews have an important role to play in research and give us an intimate 
glimpse into the very personal experiences of those family members whose lives are 
impacted by the social phenomena under study. This dissertation research epitomized this 
powerful aspect and captured some important elements of children’s experiences of shared 
custody as evidenced in the three papers that compose the core of this dissertation. The 
three papers, however, do not fully capture the emotions that were expressed during the 
interviews – both from the perspective of the participants and from my perspective as the 
interviewer and researcher. I will endeavour to capture some of that now and to reflect on 
some of the implications for the model I created. 

 
During my third interview I was caught unprepared for the tears that I would come to 

see as a frequent and inherent part of the interviews. My frantic search for tissues during 
that interview prompted me to thereafter include a tissue package on the interview table 
along with the other tools of the interview process (e.g., paper, pens, digital tape recorder). 
This was a trend that continued throughout the interview process. The large number of 
female participants (n=23) relative to male participants (n=5) was certainly a factor; none 
of the male participants cried during their interviews. The depth of difficulties presented by 
some of the female participants, who described distant relationships with their fathers, or a 
difficult relationship with a step-parent, were the usual focus of those tears.  

 
I had conducted my seventh interview when I experienced a pivotal moment that 

generated a new insight for me. On January 8, 2009, I was listening to CBC radio. 
Professor Paul Slovic from the Department of Psychology at the University of Oregon was 
being interviewed about the phenomena of “psychic numbing” (Slovic, 2007). Psychic 
numbing is the proclivity of individuals to fail to respond to catastrophic events that happen 
to large numbers of people. The large numbers obscure the story of the individual with the 
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result that the information tends to lack relatable feeling and meaning. Without these 
emotional elements individuals are often not motivated to act in response to situations, such 
as mass genocide. It was his comment that “the dry numbers of statistics are human beings 
with the tears dried off” that provoked a profound “aha” moment for me that morning.  

 
I realized that doing qualitative research allowed me to witness first hand one of the 

significant differences between doing quantitative and qualitative work and the task of 
undertaking emotionally sensitive research (Dupuis, 1999). Many of these interviews 
required that I sit very close to the participants - both physically (I sat directly beside them 
so as to complete the timeline) and emotionally. The interview process required that I 
conduct the interview at some emotional distance but that, at times, I also attended and 
‘heard’ their pain, disappointment and regrets and witnessed their tears. I often felt very 
maternal towards my still quite young adult participants, and I struggled with whether to 
put my arm around them for comfort. Ultimately, I decided that such a move seemed too 
forward and crossed a line of professional distance that I felt the interview required. In lieu, 
I offered gentle words of encouragement, the chance to use a tissue, take a drink of water 
(something I provided) or offered a moment to take a break.  

 
One of the nagging challenges that I have faced is how to relate these emotions through 

my data analysis and writing. It was apparent to me on the day that I heard Professor 
Slovic’s interview, as I reflected in a memo I wrote that morning, that the effect of 
summarizing and categorizing qualitative data would likely mean that much of the affect 
and emotion of the participants would be lost. At various times, within the analyses, I have 
mentioned their tears or highlighted where I specifically asked them to reflect on their 
emotions during the interview. This was my attempt to try to bring forward some of their 
emotions into the discussion. Yet, it still feels inadequate when compared to the frequency 
and depth of emotions that these participants shared. 

 
Some participants remarked that they don’t discuss these more emotional aspects with 

either of their parents or that only one parent acts as a sounding board for their emotions or 
anger of the difficult relationship they have with the other parent or a step-parent. Even 
friends are usually only give minimal facts. Neoh & Mellor’s (2010) research noted that 
parents tend to underestimate the degree of emotional problems that children experience 
post-separation and overestimate how comfortable children are talking to peers about their 
home life. I was aware that I was being privileged by many participants to access feelings 
and stories that they are not inclined to share widely. As one participant described, there is 
a difference between recounting the factual elements of the divorce (e.g., simply telling a 
friend that your parents are divorced) as opposed to actually describing the emotional 
aspects of what has transpired over the years: 

 
I do talk about this stuff sometimes and it’s just I kind of…its more factual you 
know, than it is emotional for me so I was kind of surprised that I got a little bit 
emotional about it (P25, F, 21, shared custody for 6 years to mom’s custody, 
Lines 1178-1180). 

 
Some of the participants commented that it was easier to come and talk with me, a stranger, 
than to discuss these issues with their parents. That my primary role was to listen and elicit 
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their stories may have facilitated this comfort. One participant reached out and hugged me 
as she left her interview. I also sensed that they realized that they could freely discuss their 
emotions and experiences without fearing that their responses would hurt their parents, 
something most participants discussed was a concern during their interviews and was a 
theme that is featured quite strongly in the paper ‘Managing up.’ As this paper showcases, 
children are active agents, and I speculate that some of this behaviour includes subsuming 
their own distress and presenting to parents that they have their emotions ‘under control.’ 

 
Implications for the model. After conducting these twenty-eight interviews, I have come 

to the realization that the model is surface oriented. The “relationship” and “factor” boxes 
labeled in the model attempt to capture the complex aspects that can impact co-parenting 
and parent-child relationships, but fails to explicitly acknowledge a key component of post-
divorce family life for these children – the quality of the parent-child relationship that they 
enjoy with each parent. It is also apparent to me that the “relationship” arrows that link the 
family members are the most important aspect to these young adult participants. Yet, my 
model fails to capture the truly emotional aspects of parenting and the experience of being 
parented after separation and forging relationships. In order to rectify this gap I have added 
“Quality of the parent-child relationship” to the factor boxes for both parents and the child 
(see Revised model at Appendix 1 of this chapter).   
 
The facets of ‘time’ and implications for parent-child relations 

This research, and a focus on relationships, brings to the fore a necessary discussion 
about the concept of time. In the model I presented, ‘time’ is given prominence at the top of 
the model in the large arrow (see Appendix 1). When I originally conceptualized the model 
the focus on time was to denote the passage of time as children grow and families change 
throughout the life cycle (see Introduction). The introduction also highlighted that ‘time’ is 
an important feature in the evolution of laws, constructions about parenting and custodial 
decision-making. On greater reflection, it has become apparent that ‘time’ has three 
additional implications that are interrelated: 1) how time has become equated with elements 
of justice, particularly for fathers and the Father’s Rights Movement; 2) the impact that 
time can have on relationships as both as a necessary element of a parent and child 
spending time together, as well as how developmental changes within family members 
brings change over time; and 3) how custodial time can be constructed and wielded in both 
flexible and rigid ways.  

 
Lollis (2003) articulates that time is a cornerstone of both interactions and relationships: 
 
Time is what allows the dynamic between interactions and a relationship to 
unfold, a dynamic in which interactions are the building blocks of a 
relationship and the relationship is the context in which interactions occur. (p. 
68) 

 
This observation dovetails with one of the main arguments made by proponents that 
advocate for mandatory shared custody; this arrangement gives both parents and the child 
the opportunity of time to have the necessary interactions that build a relationship. 
Separated fathers, in particular, have been particularly vocal about how loss of time has 
translated into loss of parental influence (Geldhof, 2003; Hallman, Dienhart & Beaton, 
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2007; Kruk, 2008). This is a reasonable premise and compelling argument. If a parent is 
forced to forgo the most essential element upon which to base a parent-child relationship – 
time with their child - then one cannot expect that a supportive, nurtured, fruitful 
relationship will follow. When a parent’s time is reduced to ‘visitor status,’ such that it 
feels artificial, or that parent-child time is constrained to short bursts of time and only on 
weekends, it is loses the organic feel of the spontaneous interactions that characterize the 
ebb and flow of everyday life. 

 
A great deal of past research on post-separation father involvement has focused nearly 

exclusively on time as measured by frequency of father-child contact ignoring other 
important dimensions about what actually takes place and how that time is shared by both 
fathers and their children (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Hawkins & Palkovitz, 1999). But time 
should not only be considered from the perspective of what it looks like after the 
separation. One must give attention and credit to what parenting time resembled before the 
separation. An ongoing concern for many mothers is that the time invested in parenting 
during the coupled relationship is either substantially discounted or ignored following 
separation with the growing notion that unequal parenting prior to separation should be 
automatically replaced with equal parenting following dissolution (Boyd, 2003). Some 
jurisdictions have chosen to address this by employing the legal approach of “parenting 
approximation” whereby the parental time allocation following separation should mirror 
the parenting load and responsibilities prior to separation (Riggs, 2005). Some fathers 
challenge this notion asserting that they should not be penalized for this division since this 
outcome can often be attributed to their greater breadwinning responsibilities, another form 
of care. 

 
This shift towards enhanced fathering has struck a deep social and emotional cord and is 

often accompanied by a proclivity to see any or all father involvement as “good fathering” 
(Doucet, 2011). In some commentaries the good and involved father is contrasted with the 
“selfish mother” who is demonized when her efforts are seen to limit or terminate contact 
between fathers and their children (Rhoades, 2002, p. 74). The 1998 Canadian 
Parliamentary Committee, that was convened to gather information about custody and 
access, was heavily swayed by stories of the ‘mistreatment’ of fathers and how they lost 
their children (Canada, 1998). Bala (1999) noted the poorly written report with its “pro-
father slant” and the accompanying recommendation for the adoption of shared parenting 
(p. 164).  

 
Time appears to be an easy measurement. Dividing a child’s time, whether equally or 

according to some other ratio, is quantifiable. It is the pre-occupation with the 
“mathematising” of parental time to the exclusion of understanding the “emotional 
experience” of time that is of grave concern to those who have carriage of translating a 
child’s best interests into a custody arrangement (Smyth, 2009, p.42). Daly & Beaton 
(2005) discuss how time has been commodified; that it is “subject to possession, control 
and exchange” (p. 245). While true in all families, this commodification is particularly 
accentuated in the separated family where time must be more consciously and deliberately 
carved and allocated. From the child’s perspective he/she must negotiate their time with 
two parents who sometimes compete with each other for time or who sometimes 
“command” the child’s time as their own (Smart, 2002, p. 313).  
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The allocation of time and the lived experience of time become particularly apparent 
when one compares and contrasts custodial arrangements that employ “flexible” time 
versus those arrangements that adhere to “rigid” time (see papers on Transitions and 
Decision-making). In these interviews, it became evident that rigid time is enforced at the 
behest of a parent (it could be both parents, but among these participants that had a rigid 
arrangement it stemmed from the actions of one parent). This stands in stark contrast to an 
overwhelming opinion by participants that flexibility, particularly as children enter 
adolescence, is a critical aspect to successful custody and parental relationships (see 
Transitions).   

 
As I articulated in a previous article on the interplay between child support and shared 

custody, too often a focus on time has been wielded as the placard of post-separation 
justice, and thereby, at times, has pushed aside a broader ethic of care for children when it 
comes to child support and other acts of parenting (Whitehead, 2010). Other critics have 
asked the question about what it means for a child to have a “meaningful” parent-child 
relationship that extends beyond the mere counting of time and considers what so many of 
the participants of this and other research have articulated – they want a parent who listens 
and supports them, is interested in what the child is interested in and finds ways to both 
actively parent with some authority, but also considers the child’s point of view (Moloney, 
2009; Trinder, 2009) (see Transitions, Managing-up, and Decision-making & fairness).  

 
If having time with a child is an essential pre-requisite to having a relationship then one 

must have the opportunity to share experiences, both positive and negative, to cultivate 
memories and affection (e.g., see paper on Transitions). A positive and nurturing parent-
child relationship, however, requires more than simply time. A child will have distinctive 
relationships with each parent based on the “expectancies” that the parent and child have 
acquired over past interactions (Lollis & Kuczynski, 1997, p. 69). As this research has 
helped demonstrate the quality of relationships can act as a “push” out of shared custody 
for some children where the relationship lacks closeness or they have experienced conflict 
(see Transitions and Managing-up), or as a  “pull” where the child was drawn to spend 
more time with a parent with whom they have a positive relationship (see Transitions). 

 
That being said, one of the unexpected findings of this research was that a long-lasting 

shared custodial arrangement was not always a story of successful parenting and 
relationships. In other words, the parent had the benefit of equal time-sharing with the other 
parent, but that time alone was not a sufficient pre-condition for parent-child relationship 
building (see Transitions and Managing-up). One of the concerns that plagues me is that 
rigid shared care, particularly when accompanied by the threat of punitive parental actions 
towards the child, is the complete antithesis of the shared care ideal.  

 
It is the story of one particular participant that has troubled me the most. This female 

participant was a first year university student who had grown up in a rigid shared custodial 
arrangement (my characterization). Our interview happened just shortly after her first 
Christmas break at home. On arrival at her father’s home she was presented with a calendar 
whereon her father had tracked each and every day that she had spent with her parents since 
she had left for university. She had spent more days with her mother. She was told that she 
needed to share her time equally or he would cease to support her university education.  
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The only time this father suggested that an uneven allocation of time would be 
acceptable was when he approached his daughter and her twin brother and told them that if 
they agreed to officially live with him full-time, thereby substantially reducing his child 
support, that he would allow the children to visit and stay with their mother whenever they 
wanted. This father’s overture is a new version of some of the cases that have been 
adjudicated since the introduction of the Child Support Guidelines. Some fathers sought to 
have their custody time recalculated by removing the time a child slept or was in school, 
thereby seeking to pass the 40% threshold for child support recalculation under the shared 
care provision (see Whitehead, 2010). The unfortunate element was that these fathers, 
much like this father, were not actually seeking to increase their active fathering time with 
their child, a finding that other researchers have also noted (Bertoia & Drakich, 1993; Saini 
& Birnbaum, 2005).  

 
Implications for the model. There are a number of implications for the model, both in 

terms of explicit enhancements as well as a greater understanding of some of the elements 
that were already in the model. With respect to the centrally located box denoted as 
“process and nature of the custodial arrangement” this research has helped me see more 
clearly that it is not only the type of arrangement that is being utilized (e.g., shared versus 
sole custody), but also that the ‘process’ aspect (i.e., how the arrangement is lived out) that 
denotes whether the arrangement is enacted rigidly or flexibly. Furthermore, the process 
element comes into play as changes to the custodial arrangement are made over time. 
Process must highlight the dynamic features of custodial arrangements that are so often 
ignored in thinking about arrangements for children. While identified in other sections of 
this discussion, adding ‘quality of the parent-child relationship’ to the ‘mother,’ ‘father,’ 
and ‘child factor’ boxes follows from this discussion. The important addition is that ‘time’ 
(an overriding dimension in the model) should be seen as theoretically linked to the quality 
of the parent-child relationship. 

 
Implications for policy & practice. That custodial decision-making still appears to be 

treated as a one-time event (subject to parents commencing an application to determine 
otherwise) that fails to consider the changing lives of parents and children is a short-coming 
that should be addressed (Lux, 2010). We need to consider Lux’s (2010) proposal of 
endorsing the mandatory reevaluation of custodial arrangements by stipulating automatic 
reviews in parenting plans. Arrangements would be reviewed utilizing alternative dispute 
resolution measures (e.g., mediation) and should heed four areas: 1) adaptability of 
arrangements; 2) encouraging adolescent voices; 3) a review process that does not increase 
conflict; and 4) ensuring enforceability. This certainly coincides with patterns of transitions 
for these participants and captures how most of them felt about having a voice in 
adolescence and having greater choice in selecting an arrangement that would suit their 
needs (see Transitions and Decision-making). One important element that is not articulated 
in Lux’s proposal, but that is important to children, is facilitating and ensuring on-going 
positive parent-child relations, no matter the custodial arrangement. Children want to 
express their views without fearing that their decision-making will harm their relationship 
with each parent (see paper on Decision-making). 

 
My research, and the research of others, is starting to bring to light the importance of 

considering the role of relationship and its link to the parent who has been the primary 
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parent. For instance, McIntosh’s research has highlighted the need for extreme caution 
when considering shared care for children under four years of age who lack the 
developmental ability to understand time and the concept of tomorrow resulting in 
increased distressed and problematic behaviours when they are separated from the parent 
with whom they have a primary attachment (see McIntosh, 2011; McIntosh et. al., 2011). 
Such insights may bring about legislative reforms or address the need for parenting 
evaluations that no longer ‘automatically’ assign shared custody but revert to child-oriented 
considerations. This push for shared custody has a close nexus to the current ideological 
desire to achieve a “good divorce” which is seen to spare children the negative effects 
associated with divorce. 
 
The ‘good divorce’ narrative and children’s experiences of shared custody 

The participants in this research reflected a wide range of shared custodial experiences 
(e.g., duration, relational experiences, different starting points). In other ways, the sample 
for this research was fairly homogeneous and represented white, middle-class young adults 
who were predominantly female and all, but one, were engaged in post-secondary 
education. This was an appropriate starting point given that shared custody generally tends 
to be a predominantly middle-class phenomenon (Moyer, 2004). These characteristics, 
however, also reflect that most of these participants have had significant advantages that 
have accrued to them and have translated into overall successful developmental outcomes; 
a benefit that not all children that have experienced their parents’ separation receive.  

 
There is a strong public narrative about the “good divorce” and the resilience of children 

to fare well after divorce (Ahrons, 1994). Young adults, crying about issues related to either 
the divorce directly, or the outcomes that flow from the divorce including more complex 
interpersonal interactions with a parent or step-parent are not part of the “good divorce” 
narrative (Marquardt, 2005). An irony of this particular morning’s radio programming was 
that Dr. Slovic’s interview was followed by an interview with Maureen Palmer. Her 
documentary, How to Divorce & Not Wreck the Kids, aired that evening on public 
television. The documentary featured couples that had utilized the alternative dispute 
resolution process of Collaborative Divorce to resolve issues related to their matrimonial 
dissolution. Collaborative Divorce is a process of alternative dispute resolution for family 
law issues. A lawyer represents each parent. All parties (both parents and their respective 
lawyers) sign a contract to resolve issues pertaining to custody, support and property 
division without resorting to litigation. If the parties fail to reach a settlement their 
respective lawyers are precluded from acting on their behalf in any litigation adding a 
significant financial penalty (and disincentive) for having been unable to negotiate. The 
emphasis on the collaborative divorce process, as well as other forms of alternative dispute 
resolution, such as mediation and parent coordination, is a growing trend within the North 
American family law bar to encourage parents and their lawyers to undertake the separation 
process and concomitant requirements to deal with custody, property and support issues 
without litigation and with as little hostility and conflict as possible.  

 
The focus on reducing parental conflict, encouraging parents to actively engage in 

parenting together, remain in their child’s life and to prioritize their child’s needs is seen as 
an important mechanism to reducing or negating any psychological or financial harm that 
children might suffer. In fact, there is considerable research evidence to support that most 
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children do quite well after divorce (Haddad, 1998), particularly when parents have 
incorporated the aforementioned approach to making the separation as harmonious as 
possible. The children who are at highest risk for negative consequences, and most likely to 
suffer, are usually those children who have pre-existing family challenges that are 
exacerbated by the divorce process including mental health and addiction issues, lack of 
education, low incomes and poor parenting skills (Allen, 1993; Strohschein, 2005). Recent 
research by Amato, Kane and James (2011) suggests that cooperative parenting yields 
fewer behavioral problems as compared to parallel or single parenting, but even with 
cooperative parenting children are still at risk for a variety of outcomes such as substance 
abuse, poorer school grades and life satisfaction. As the authors conclude, their results offer 
only modest support for the ‘good divorce’ hypothesis.  

 
The evolving social construction of the “good divorce” is focused on the ability of 

parents to amicably separate, put their children first, actively co-parent their children 
together and generally carry on with minimal impact to their children is at the forefront that 
is driving this narrative (Aydintug, 1995; Gasper, Stolberg, Macie & Williams, 2008). Van 
Krieken (2005) refers to this as the ‘civilizing of parents’ movement.  

 
Shared custody is supposed to epitomize this civilized movement of the good divorce. In 

particular, shared custody is viewed as the logical means by which to avert the problem of 
the disappearing father, lead to the better payment of child support and facilitate positive 
child outcomes; findings that have been supported by research (Bauserman, 2002; Fabricius 
and Luecken, 2007; Juby, Le Bourdais & Marcil-Gratton, 2005a, 2005b). On its face, my 
participants appear to have achieved much of this success. All, but one, of my participants 
were in post-secondary education (the exception was still completing high school at the 
time of the interview). All of them had a relationship with both of their parents, though 
there were considerable differences in the quality of those relationships. All had the 
privilege of a largely middle to upper middle-class upbringing buffering them from the 
poor outcomes due to poverty and lack of education usually associated with separation and 
divorce (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999).  

 
I realize over time and greater reflection that I had not expected the sad emotional 

outpouring that so many of my participants shared. In fact, it was quite disconcerting 
because I had bought into the idea that these children were going to be the “success stories” 
of post-separation parenting and child relations. This was partially reinforced by my first 
interview wherein my young male participant spoke glowingly of his parents and their 
positive and cordial relationship. Most notably, he spoke about their extensive efforts they 
had undertaken to make shared custody as easy as possible for him and his younger sister. 
Although aware that shared care arrangements were fragile (hence one of the key 
motivators to undertake this research) I realize now that I had expected more pragmatic 
considerations (e.g., lack of parental living proximity, lack of convenience) as the prime 
motivators for change given the rather positive research literature associated with shared 
custody (Bauserman, 2002; Buchanan, Maccoby & Dornbusch, 1996). I did not anticipate 
how extensive strained parent-child relations, challenges with step-parents or that persistent 
shared care are not success stories when they are subjected to a rigid arrangement with 
punitive consequences (see Transitions and Managing-up). 
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As the paper on “managing-up” suggests, there is an underlying sadness for many of the 
young adults as they discuss their efforts to do the work that custody requires of them and 
in maintaining a relationship with each of their parents and their respective step-parents. 
For many there is a sadness that permeates their discussions about the lack of quality of 
relationship that may have developed with a particular parent or step-parent. Shared 
custody is only part of the relationship equation. So many of these children talked about 
protecting their parents from the truth of how they felt about the lack of quality or nature of 
the relationship that the child felt was missing. These rifts are not always a direct function 
of the divorce per se; so much of these interpersonal relationships have to do with 
personality, good will, personal functioning and the ability to be a competent authoritative 
parent, regardless of the circumstances. Other researchers have similarly written that the 
type of custodial arrangement is secondary to the quality of the parent-child relationship 
(Buchanan & Jahromi, 2008). 

 
As the Whitehead Model in the introductory chapter suggested, separation opens new 

doors that can yield greater complexity and have an impact on the parent-child relationship. 
As the first paper on transitions highlights, parents and step-parents can be a significant 
‘push’ or ‘pull’ in the degree of parent-child closeness. The parents who chose to privilege 
their new partner over their child, whether consciously or unconsciously, diminish the 
quality of their parent-child relationship. Two participants reported only brief introductions 
to their step-parent before they moved into the child’s life and home. For a number of 
children, new step-parents yielded significant conflict in the marital relationship with their 
parent and many of these children witnessed the dissolution of both common-law 
relationships and second marriages (usually with great relief). Others are still coping with 
the fact that they feel pushed to their margins by their step-parents and during some of the 
interviews the participants lamented on the unfairness of having a step-parent who has 
acted as a wedge to drive them apart from a parent.  

 
Implications for the model. The grief, sadness and hurt that so many of the participants 

expressed during the course of their interviews is not generally included in the idealization 
of the shared care arrangement. Elizabeth Marquardt’s book (2005), Between Two Worlds: 
The Inner Lives of Children of Divorce, highlights the disconnect of research that tends to 
focus on the socio-economic effects of divorce on children’s outcomes (e.g., poverty, 
school attainment, teen pregnancy) and neglects the emotional and quality of life that 
children and adolescents say is important. Reflecting back on my participants’ emotions I 
do not think that focusing solely on aspects such as the degree of ‘parental conflict’ or 
issues around ‘shared care’ adequately account for the unhappiness and distress that some 
of my participants expressed. The parents’ separation may in fact be a red herring for 
personality issues that the parent carries forward and may speak even more strongly to the 
personal factors that parents possess such as psychological well-being, relational resources 
and motivations and commitment to the parent-child relationship (see “Mother Factors” and 
“Father Factors” in model at Appendix 1 to this chapter). Among McIntosh’s et. al.’s 
(2011) sample of children in shared custody, those children who reported poor emotional 
father availability at intake were more likely to be in the sole-care of their mothers four 
years later. Furthermore, some children who resist or reject contact with a parent may be 
justified due to poor parenting/interpersonal skills and parental personality disorders 
(Arditti, 1999; Fidler and Bala, 2010; Menning, 2008). 
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Drawing from my own research brings to mind the experience of one of the female 
participants who described how her father berated her about her weight and her younger 
sister’s lack of intelligence. The female participant reported during the course of the 
interview that her father had engaged in the same type of verbally inappropriate behaviour 
with his ex-wife (her mother). The fact that the participant (his daughter) and her younger 
sister have not had a warm and close relationship with their father speaks more to the 
interpersonal dynamics between this parent and his children.  

 
Implications for policy & practice. This ‘civilizing movement’ has recently been 

expanded in Ontario. In July 2011, the Ontario Ministry of Justice implemented a new 
regulation that will require parents to attend an information session on alternatives to going 
to court before parents will be allowed to file their divorce case12. As part of this initiative 
Ontario couples will be able to attend a mediation session free of charge (Brownlee, 
2011).13 One of the primary goals of these types of initiatives is for parents to find ways to 
dissolve the martial relationship while also successfully establishing a co-parenting 
relationship. As Ashbourne,Whitehead, and Hawkins (in press) have outlined there are 
three critical domains that parents must work through as part of the separation process and 
may require professional assistance: 1) Reconfiguring their family structure as they move 
from a couple to co-parents; 2) Support for psychosocial needs with respect to depression, 
loss and self-care; and 3) Support for parenting as they develop or hone their skills in day-
to-day parenting and in the context of managing the separation and its effect on their 
children. All of these processes occur within the larger framework of the social and legal 
contexts as they sort out issues with respect to custody, child and spousal support and 
property division. Concerns about problematic parenting issues, such as parental alienation, 
arise when parents neglect one or more of these facets (Fidler & Bala, 2010). The current 
mandate for parents to seek education about the effects of divorce on children and methods 
of alternative dispute resolution tie in closely with finding ways for parents to facilitate 
their progress through the separation process (see meta-analytic study by Fackrell, Hawkins 
& Kay, 2011 demonstrating largely positive effects of parent divorce education programs).  

 
While it is hoped that mandatory mediation can successfully guide parents through some 

of these processes, it does leave some parties vulnerable. The Ontario Justice Women’s 
Network (OJWN) has identified that those individuals who have had abusive partners are 
particularly at risk. One central concern is that mediation results in a greater number of 
agreements to share custody, which can over-write women’s care-giving pre-separation and 
accentuate issues of control, particularly in abusive partnerships (Mandhane, 1999). 
McIntosh’s research on Australian separating families adds support to these concerns; there 
are substantially increased rates of parents ‘agreeing’ to shared custody following 
mediation sessions, which tend not to last (McIntosh, 2009). In addition, litigating parents 
(those who seek redress through court trials) represent a small proportion of family case 

                                                        
12 So far I have only seen this initiative in relation to divorce cases. It appears that this initiative may 
overlook cohabiting parents who face the same kinds of negotiation issues related to custody, access and child 
support. 
13 Other provinces have already offered this service as a part of alternative dispute resolution processes. 
Quebec offers six free mediation sessions to all couples (married or common-law) where there is a dependent 
child. 
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law matters, but Australian courts have increased shared custody orders since the advent of 
the 2006 legislation mandating that time between parents be maximized. These shifts 
represent a departure from the vast majority of families that were “early adopters” of shared 
care arrangements who were, by and large, cooperative and motivated to make such 
arrangements work (Trinder, 2010).  

 
One of the outcomes of higher rates of shared care among non-cooperative parents is the 

high prevalence of these care arrangements shifting into sole-parent care, usually with 
mothers (McIntosh, Smyth, Kelaher, Wells & Long, 2011; Smyth, 2009). Most critically, 
there is growing evidence that a shared care arrangement is not beneficial to all children, 
particularly those under the age of four years (McIntosh et. al., 2011). In other words, it is 
not families with low levels of conflict that have produced increased numbers of parents 
sharing care, but rather families in conflict that are litigating and mediating their disputes 
which are now adjudicated in the shadow of the law (or at least a growing expectation) that 
parents will share custody. Most critically, the members of the family least content with a 
shared custodial arrangement were the children, whether in rigid or flexible shared care 
arrangement (McIntosh et. al., 2011). This is important information for policy makers. 
Mediation, like other forms of alternative dispute resolution, is not perfect. There is 
pressure on parents to ‘conform’ to the idealized post-separation parenting but this does not 
always translate into successful custody arrangements for children or workable parenting 
plans for parents. 

 
A need for parental education. There needs to be a focus on parental education that 

extends beyond the “no conflict” movement to motivate parents into cooperative and 
effective parenting post-separation. We need to find ways to convey to parents that there 
are two critical elements to post-divorce parenting – the establishment of a cordial and 
production co-parent relationship and the cultivation of strong, authoritative, warm and 
responsive parent-child relationship. This has been echoed by Buchanan and Jahromi 
(2008) who have highlighted that the psychological well-being of children is anchored in 
positive post-divorce parent-child relationships. Based on the findings of this research I 
believe that too much emphasis has been placed on the co-parenting relationship (with 
cause), with the assumption that simply being a parent is sufficient for the parent-child 
relationship that we may be missing the opportunity to help guide parents through the 
parenting life cycle. Specifically, I would suggest a greater focus on child development and 
in particular, how adolescence can impact custodial arrangements, a child’s understanding 
and need for time for themselves, for school, for friends, and for parents. 

 
Part of this discussion must attend to the bidirectional nature of relationships. Lollis 

(2003) has written about the past and future that anchors parent-child relationships. There 
are two key elements to creating a past – interactions and relationships. What becomes 
clearer after doing this research is that my model presents a fairly accurate portrayal of the 
family systems linkages and connections but says nothing about the frequency, and most 
important, the quality of the interactions that various family members share. Each child has 
experienced a past made up of continuous interactions and experiences that have come to 
play out in their current parent-child relationship. Based on many past interactions there are 
expectancies as to what the future will be – some relationships will continue to be close, for 
others the relationship gap will continue and perhaps expand. For the young adults 
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experiencing emotional distance, most hope for reconciliation and greater closeness in the 
future. 

 
This presents a conundrum. For some parents, shared custody may offer a parent the 

opportunity to engage in some personal reflection and make a concerted effort to parent in a 
positive fashion. Some other parents, however, may never engage in that reflection or seek 
therapeutic assistance and may find that they perpetuate or institute interpersonal relations 
with their children that eventually drive their children from wishing to engage with them, 
despite the parent’s desire to remain connected. As articulated in the paper on transitions, 
shared custody is merely an opportunity for a positive parent-child relationship, not a 
guarantee. 

 
I would also like to advocate for greater parental education in the area of repartnering. I 

was both awed by the wonderful addition many step-parents made to the lives of their 
partners’ children, and equally distressed by how difficult and detrimental a step-parent or 
new partner relationship could be to the parent-child relationship. While I was aware of the 
literature, I didn’t fully appreciate the intensity and impact that step-parents can play, both 
positively and negatively (Crohn, 2006; Fine & Kurdek, 1992; Schmeeckle, 2007; Shapiro 
& Stewart, 2011). Hearing the stories and emotions of my participants has brought this 
aspect to the fore. I have come to see that they have tremendous power that could be 
described as a “make it or break it” factor for children.  
 
Shared care and the Fathers’ Rights Movement14: A rebuttal  

A discussion about shared custody and this research project would be incomplete 
without a formal acknowledgement and discussion about the impact that the Father’s 
Rights Movement (FRM) has had on the strong push to mandate shared custody. This 
movement has elevated shared custody from simply being one of many types of 
arrangements that families might consider in their parenting tool-box to effectively raise 
and co-parent their children, to assuming a vitriolic positioning that polarizes the important 
discussions that need to be had. I am an ardent advocate that family justice matters require 
both critical and compassionate lenses that consider the perspectives of all family members 
– mothers, fathers and their children. 

 
I have slowly come to the realization that I need to be forthcoming in acknowledging 

that throughout this dissertation, from its inception to data collection to the writing process, 
I have often asked myself, “How will this research be received and interpreted by those 
within the Fathers’ Rights Movement?” This research is not merely theoretical there are 
pragmatic implications as well. 

 
The FRM has been vocal in seeking legal reforms, challenging that the family justice 

system has largely discriminated against fathers in custodial allocation, and claiming that 
their rights and the best interests of their children have suffered (Bertoia & Drakich, 1993; 
                                                        
14 This discussion draws from Whitehead, D. L. & Bala, N. (in press). The short end of the stick? Fatherhood 
in the wake of separation and divorce. In J. Ball & K. J. Daly (Eds.), Father involvement in Canada: 
Contested terrain. Vancouver, Canada: UBC Press. 
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Boyd, 2006; Erera & Baum, 2009; Geldhof, 2003). The FRM has identified the primary 
remedy as shared custody. The absence of a broader discourse that acknowledges that some 
father absence is by choice or that patterns of father access to their children is more likely 
to decrease over time as new family obligations and work intervene is noteworthy (Amato, 
Meyers & Emery, 2009). It is the predilection of some factions of fathers to view 
themselves as victims of the family justice system and their ex-wives that has been the  
cornerstone of this movement (Erera & Baum, 2009; Geldhof, 2003; Mandell, 2002). As 
Doucet & Hawkins (in press) acknowledge,  

 
What was missing, or invisible, in the ‘divorced fathers as victims’ argument 
was a wider exploration of the multitude of fathers who live in mediated or 
other non-court mandated research outcomes such as active fathers in blended 
families, and single fathers in sole or shared-custody arrangements” (p. 149) 

 
For some fathers, advocacy within the FRM could be viewed as another opportunity 
to continue the “fight” and register their displeasure with the results from court 
mandated outcomes or to find support for ongoing conflict with an ex-spouse. 
Mandell (2002) identifies a strong need among some fathers to regain their position 
of authority, a position they feel they have lost following separation. 

 
Yet, it is also important to acknowledge the tremendous emotional pain that some 

fathers feel when they are separated from their children (Erera & Baum, 2009; 
Mandell, 2002). Concerns about depression among some separated fathers 
(Rotermann, 2007) and the difficulty of some fathers to mourn the loss of the marital 
relationship (Baum, 2003) and its implications for the ongoing father-child 
relationship highlight the importance of viewing fathers with compassion and 
empathy. A need for father-oriented supports and services that address their psycho-
social needs and particularly their fathering identity in the context of non-residential 
custody is critical for some fathers (Erera & Baum, 2009; Ashbourne et al., in press).   

 
Bala (1999) has noted how polarized some mothers and fathers and their champions 

have been in discussions about custodial decisions and has characterized this dynamic as a 
“gendered war zone.” On the one hand, many fathers are no longer content to be pushed to 
the margins when restricted to time with their children that makes them feel they have a 
role of visitor in their child’s life and are compartmentalized into the caricature of the 
“Disneyland dad” (Hallman, Dienhart & Beaton, 2007). This is a position worth 
considering. Shared custody appears to be particularly beneficial to fathers who report less 
stress (Neoh & Mellor, 2010) and high levels of satisfaction with the arrangement 
(Cashmore et al., 2010). As discussed above, time is an important cornerstone for 
developing and maintaining a parent-child relationship. Finding a way for both parents to 
cultivate their relationships with their child is a critical aspect that needs to be addressed. 
The unfortunate reality is that parental separation significantly inhibits the ability of parents 
to have it all. One cannot be separated from one’s partner and still enjoy the same level of 
nuanced parenting that one may have enjoyed pre-separation. For some fathers, the role is 
more difficult to execute outside of the partnered relationship that may have facilitated the 
father’s parenting role in subtle, but effective ways (Baum, 2003; Lewis & Welsh, 2005). 
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Furthermore, the impact of fathers on the lives of their children should not be summarily 
dismissed simply because, on average, they do less caretaking than mothers, particularly 
since strong labour force attachment also benefits children and families and has been 
defined as a cornerstone of involved fatherhood (Christiansen & Palkovitz, 2002). At the 
same time, mother’s time and efforts and concomitant consequences of reduced labour 
force participation and greater caregiving responsibilities creates a mismatch in 
responsibilities in the coupled relationship that is sometimes discounted when the coupled 
relationship dissolves (Daly, Ashbourne & Hawkins, 2008; Whitehead, 2010). This is one 
of the most difficult aspects to reconcile when it comes to parental rights. Parental caring, 
despite important changes towards greater father involvement, has a tendency to follow 
gendered norms that are reinforced by social, work and structural policies (Daly, 
Ashbourne & Hawkins, 2008). Collier and Sheldon (2006) describe how applying a 
formulaic lens to describe and address the changing roles of parenting can, at times, result 
in simplistic portrayals that fail to illuminate how complex these interactions are for 
fathers, mothers and children:  

 
It is clear that describing the rise of the FRM [Fathers’ Rights Movement] in 
terms of a ‘backlash’ to increased female power is, at best, a caricature which 
fails to capture the multifaceted, fast changing, complex realities of men’s and 
women’s experiences of family breakdown and shifting gender roles. The 
greater prominence of the FRM might be better understood as one aspect of a 
complex renegotiation of understandings of men’s role as parent in the light of 
shifting gender relations, household forms, discourses of parenting and 
childhood, legal norms and modes of governance (p. 14). 
 
It is critical that a feminist approach to family law issues include the perspectives and 

needs of fathers, for the sake of fathers and for the sake of their children. Doucet has 
written about the inclination to pit “fathering” against “feminism” and to view them in 
opposition to each other and as irreconcilable (Doucet, 2011). Mandell (2002) and Doucet 
(2011) both make the case why it is important for feminist researchers to study men as 
fathers and their experiences. One can have compassion for their stories, but also examine 
those stories within the wider sociological, historical and political domains that have 
impacted earning, caring and privilege. These interactions are complex and highly varied 
when examined at the level of the individual, the family or society. 

 
Implications for policy & practice. It is my sincere hope that privileging the 

perspective of children will give fathers (and mothers) insight and greater incentive to 
consider the child’s needs for love and affection that is not conditional on equal time-
sharing. This is not to say that I am against shared custody for some children and 
some parents. This research contributes to a larger body of research that suggests that 
depending upon the age of the child, the individual relationship of the parent and 
child, parental income and accommodations and the wishes of the child, shared 
custody can be not only workable, but even seen as ideal by some children. 
Recognizing the diversity in families and their adjustment to divorce should be 
foremost (Hetherington, 2003) and that shared custody should not be a one-size-fits-
all prescription for separated families (Buchanan & Jahromi, 2008). The rush to 
superficially see shared custody as the “Rolls Royce” (Smyth, 2004, p. 19) of 
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custodial arrangements, increasingly sanctioned as such by the general public 
(Braver, Ellman, Votruba & Fabricius, 2011) has obscured the experiences of the 
family members who actually live this arrangement and the challenges it can present.  

 
The focus of this research was largely spurred by the growing pressure to enact shared 

custody laws and the lack of research on children’s experiences coupled with evidence of 
the fragility of such arrangements. The introduction of the 2009 Parliamentary Private 
Member’s Bill seeking legislative changes to the Divorce Act that would invoke a 
rebuttable presumption for shared custody failed to find sufficient support by the sitting 
government and no changes were made. Nevertheless, there continues to be normative 
changes that suggest that families should try this arrangement. The growing body of 
research in this area, coupled with the findings from this dissertation research, have 
convinced me that there is insufficient evidence to favour legislative change supporting 
mandatory shared custody. My research contributes to the small, but growing cadre of 
research that not all children are enamoured with the intensity of time-sharing that shared 
custody requires. Furthermore, shared custodial arrangements that are enacted around rigid 
parental-oriented rights that invoke punitive parental actions for a child’s failure to adhere 
are not appropriate and must be avoided. 
 
A child-centric versus parent-centric orientation: Additional revisions to the 
Whitehead model 

A title change. It became apparent, as the research and analysis progressed, that the title 
the Whitehead model presented in the introduction, “Influences on the shared custody 
coparenting relationship,” falls short of capturing and representing the post-separation 
family experience and is unduly weighted as parent-centric rather than child-centric. The 
title delineates parents as the central point of focus and places parental interactions as the 
cornerstone of key influence in the model. This decision was made in the proposal stage of 
this research and largely reflected the starting point for this research, which was a 
discussion about coparenting and the accompanying model (see Doherty & Beaton, 2004). 
The decision to focus on coparenting captured a strong research focus that had identified 
children’s post-parental separation adjustment as largely hinging on whether parents are 
able to engage in positive co-parenting behaviours, such as lack of conflict and cooperative 
decision-making that places children’s needs at the forefront (Gasper, Stolberg, Macie & 
Williams, 2008). My additions to the Doherty & Beaton model (both of which can be found 
in the Introduction) significantly expanded the model to more accurately capture expanding 
family systems and social constructions that have considerable impact on the post-
separation family.   

 
Over time, with more reflection and having conducted this research it is now apparent to 

me that this title and way of thinking falls short from addressing other key areas of 
consideration in the post-separation family. A focus solely on co-parenting suggests that 
parents have the sole influence on parent-child relationships, ignoring the relationship that 
the child forges with each parent, separate and apart. Furthermore, a focus on coparenting 
neglects to capture the role and agency that the child plays in making relationships work, 
both with parents and siblings (see Managing-up). Children may be accorded less agency in 
the decision-making process about what the nature of the arrangement will be when they 
are young children, but many of them assume a great deal of agency in making changes to 
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those arrangements as they get older and certainly as they enter adolescence (see 
Transitions and Decision-making). Some of these are small-scale changes that involve 
alterations such as whether to spend “extra” time at a parent’s house for the sake of 
convenience or to participate in a special event, such as a family reunion. Other changes are 
done on a much larger scale and involve alteration of the custodial arrangement from one 
category to another (e.g., shared care to sole parent or sole parent to shared care, or sole 
parent to other parent).  

 
The other aspect of children’s agency involves the parent-child and child-child 

interactions that evolve. The “Managing up” paper helps to elucidate the importance of 
agency of the child in the equation and the complex roles they play as both recipients and 
providers of the active management family interactions and relationships. This paper serves 
the important function of elevating the narrative that children are “caught in the middle” 
and to be viewed as merely passive players in family life. It serves to highlight the 
importance of the double-tipped arrows and the bi-directionality of family relationships.  

 
The other limiting feature of the initial title was the restriction and focus only on shared 

custodial arrangements. It is now apparent to me that the processes and influences on 
decision-making apply to all types of custodial arrangements. With these further insights, 
the model is now titled “Influences on Custodial Decision-Making and Post-Separation 
Familial Relations” (see Revised Model at Appendix 1 of this chapter).  

 
The sibling relationship. The sibling relationship has been the subject of little research, 

particularly in the context of divorce (Shumaker, Miller, Ortiz & Deutsch, 2011; 
Whiteman, McHale & Soli, 2011), although older siblings have been identified as a source 
of social support, particularly when there are family wide stressors, such as a parental 
divorce (Haddad, 1998; Waite, Shanahan, Calkins, Keane, & O’Brien, 2011). My research 
highlights and describes the active ways in which siblings can provide support including 
shielding them from parental conflict, helping to keep them organized as they move 
between homes, providing companionship, and maintaining a custody schedule that keeps 
to the same time allocation or extends into their adulthood, despite a wish to do otherwise, 
so as to provide their sibling with their presence and nurturing (see Managing-up). 

 
The initial construction of the model (dissertation proposal) had siblings placed in a 

circle off to the right and quite external to the focus child at the centre of the model. This 
was an important acknowledgement that children have very different experiences within the 
family as well as different custodial arrangements and trajectories. This research doesn’t 
change those findings. A future article based on these interviews will more deeply analyze 
and focus on sibling differences in custodial trajectories. Placing the sibling circles 
completely separate from the focus child, however, ignores that there is some commonality 
in having the same parents and some shared history and experiences – albeit more for some 
siblings than others (e.g., see Managing-up). Therefore, after this research project and 
further consideration two important changes have been made to the model. The children of 
the biological family are represented as two circles at the centre of the model. This 
represents that all children of the biological family should be at the centre of attention. The 
intersection of the circles represents that there is some shared experiences between siblings, 
but that most experiences happen to the individual and that influences of age, gender, birth 
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order and maturation have an impact on how those experiences happen and are interpreted. 
A ‘double-tipped arrow’ has also been added linking the sibling dyad. Siblings are not only 
linked in their shared experiences but like all familial relationships, they have a relationship 
with each other that may be positive or negative. Many of the participants reported very 
positive sibling relationships that were a source of support and nurturance (see Managing-
up).  
 
Ethics of justice and care: “The fairness continuums” 

Competing theoretical morality frameworks of justice and care were a central feature in 
my article that analyzed the trade-offs between child support and its link to shared custody 
(Whitehead, 2010). The complex interplay of defining child support as a justice issue and 
time with children as a care issue has carryover into this research. This research on shared 
custody must be rooted back to a discussion about moral positioning and how this is 
influenced by ideological and socio-cultural influences. A focus on precise equality of 
time-sharing is rooted in a strong justice oriented framework. It is those parents that start 
with an absolute focus on equality, to the exclusion of most everything else that tries to 
shift this discussion to a simplified denominator that does not take into account human 
complexity, emotions or relationships. Even some of the children in the course of the 
interviews ascribe that 50/50 is the best (see Decision-making). The reasons for the equality 
focus are however, highly varied. Some children want 50/50 because they have a good 
relationship with both parents and can’t imagine not seeing both parents frequently. Others 
have developed a strong notion of fairness that places a heavy emphasis on pleasing both 
parents, at times requiring that they subrogate their own needs for stability or convenience 
by elevating ongoing fairness as a priority. And, most concerning, are those children who 
must maintain the equality of time because they are threatened by the withdrawal of 
parental affection or financial support. These children appear to have subscribed to the 
notion that equality must be foremost, without being allowed to consider their own needs in 
the equation.  

 
It must also be acknowledged, however, that the time involved in allocating shared 

custody does have an important “care” component (rooted in notions of best interests of the 
child); the caring work of parenting starts with the opportunity to be involved and carrying 
out the duties of being a parent. If a parent is not allocated “time” there is no opportunity 
for interactions or the potential for relationship building. 

 
When considering the concept of fairness, I have been currently visualizing parents and 

children as each having a ‘fairness’ continuum. This is still a relatively tentative 
conceptualization, but one I would like to bring forward in this discussion. On the parental 
continuum there is a sliding scale - at one end are parents who are very rights oriented and 
are focused on their need for a 50/50 arrangement that is rigidly enforced in their favour; at 
the other end of the continuum are parents who are completely deferential to the child’s 
wishes, who may or, may not, have little relationship or contact with the child; and in the 
middle are parents who view the custodial arrangement as something that is to be 
negotiated and understood from the perspective of both the parent and the child.  

 
On the child continuum there is the one extreme where the child believes that the only 

fair arrangement, one that demonstrates equal love is one that is 50/50; at the other end are 
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children who focus on their needs and wants and give that priority over their parents; and in 
the middle are children who view the custodial arrangement as a negotiated arrangement 
between them and their parents which takes into consideration what is fair for them as well 
as what is fair for their parents.  

 
One of the important considerations is to explore how these dimensions on the 

continuums interact. The permutations are abundant. First, one must consider that both 
parents may not be oriented at the same place on the parental continuum. The ideal is when 
both parents fall in the centre and view custodial decision making as something to be 
negotiated with their child. It is hypothesized that parents who fall into this area may also 
be willing to view inter-parental negotiations as ideal and perhaps also prize positive co-
parenting.  

 
Polarization at either end of the continuums would be the most problematic. One 

difficult scenario is when both parents prioritize their needs and not only demand 50/50 
time (regardless of children’s wishes) but also enforce that time rigidly against each other, 
and hence also with the child. At the other extreme is when parents are overly deferential to 
children and children may not perceive a need to factor their parents’ needs or wishes into 
their decision-making.  

 
It is the multitude of cross-overs that can occur that highlight complexity. Applying this 

to my research, one can consider the custodial trajectories of the two participants who were 
in rigid arrangements, enforced by fathers who threatened punitive action in the children 
failed to adhere to a 50/50 arrangement. Neither mother, in either case, was reported to 
have engaged in these behaviours. Both participants expressed their conflicted desire to 
please their fathers, but that they had also contemplated times when they wanted to live 
solely with their mothers to diminish their time with fathers with whom they experienced 
protracted periods of conflict. 

 
Both fathers were at the extreme end of “parental continuum” wherein they expected 

50/50 time heavily focused on their right to equality of time. Concomitant, is that both 
female participants expressed a strong desire to prioritize their fathers’ needs for time 
equality and minimize their need for greater flexibility, including the possibility of sole 
mother custody. 

 
Ultimately, one of the goals for family law professionals is to find ways for parents and 

children to optimize the time component within a caring parent-child framework. Of 
concern is that some parents seem to lose sight or struggle to engage with their children and 
see the separation as the culprit rather than how they personally seek to interact and create a 
relationship with their child. Parental education, beyond a focus on “don’t put your child in 
the middle” may be needed to help parents more fully navigate the restructuring of time and 
relationship and the incorporation of new partners. 
 
Future data analysis 

These participant interviews provided a rich source of information. The three papers 
presented in this dissertation have addressed the proposed research questions and have 
captured the narratives of the participants. There are also avenues of analysis that have not 
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yet been fully pursued: money/child support, divergent sibling trajectories, and issues 
related to attachment. 

 
Money & child support. All participants were asked questions during the interviews 

about how child support was handled, the financial conditions of each parents home and 
how the costs associated with their post-secondary education had been allocated. My 
qualifying paper, Divorcing Parenting from Child Support: Justice and Care in the 
Discourse of the Rights and Responsibilities of Shared Custody (Whitehead, 2010) 
examined the complex interplay between trading time for money from the perspective of 
parents. The interviews from this dissertation research have provided additional insight into 
how families choose to handle issues around money. The future analysis will consider a 
number of elements that arose during the interviews. The first will focus on the wide 
disparity around how child support was apportioned in families. Some families had a 
paying parent while most adopted a cost-sharing approach for the child’s expenses such as 
clothing, extracurricular, private school, etc. Neither approach was perceived as equitable 
by all parents, and in some instances, by the child. Most intriguing was how aware some 
children were about money and how they became involved in advocating for the 
termination of child support where they viewed it was unfair (not surprisingly, there was 
some parental influence). For some children obtaining money from a parent (usually post-
secondary education) was being used as a “stand-in” for parental love and/or fairness. 
Some participants sought parental money to compensate for their perception about the lack 
of a more emotionally close parent-child relationship. Finally, there was broad variation in 
how the costs associated with the participants’ post-secondary education have been 
allocated. In some instances there has been the threat of withdrawal for failure to maintain 
shared custody in young adulthood and another participant who had recently been sent a 
formal letter by her father terminating all funding (coincidentally coinciding with a 
remarriage that has served as wedge between the participant daughter and her father). 

 
Divergent sibling trajectories. Siblings also provide an intriguing discussion point. In 

this dissertation the focus was on those sibling relationships that have served a primarily 
nurturing and supportive role, such as maintaining shared custody to support a younger 
sibling, managing parental conflict on behalf of a sibling or serving in a supportive role 
(see Managing-up). There is another avenue that needs to be pursued – those siblings that 
have had divergent custodial trajectories. Some participants, who felt morally obligated to 
maintain shared custody had a sibling, usually younger, who did not appear to feel the same 
constraints and were reported to have made different decisions about their custody. This is 
an area that requires future research. For this dissertation research the decision was made to 
only interview one child of a particular family in order to access as many different families 
as possible. Further research would benefit from interviewing multiple children to better 
understand the complex familial dynamics and individual motivations that can occur within 
the same family as well as across families.  

 
The role of attachment in shared custodial decisions. There is renewed interest in the 

concept of parent-child attachment and its implications for custodial decision-making and 
parent-child relations (see entire issue of the Family Court Review, July 2011, with special 
editor Jennifer McIntosh). This is an intriguing new avenue of analysis to pursue in my 
research. Australian researcher, Christina Sadowski, interviewed children between 8 and 12 
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years about their lived experiences of security and contentment, and its absence, in shared 
custodial arrangements (presentation at AFCC conference, 2011). My research will provide 
a complement by extending the time-line to discuss stability and transitions and the impact 
that the quality of parent-child relationships plays in custodial-decision making over time. 
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 The Shared Custody Experience:  The Adult 
Child’s Perspective on Transitions, Relationships and Fairness 

 
 

 
My name is Denise Whitehead.  I am a PhD Candidate in the department of Family 
Relations at the University of Guelph.  I am conducting research on the experiences of 
shared custody, from the perspective of the child (now young adult).  I want to learn more 
about the experience of living in shared custody, and the events, or circumstances that bring 
about changes in custody.  I would also like to learn more about how your custody 
experience has influenced the relationships that you have with your parents in the past, 
present and future. Finally, I am interested in how children who have experienced their 
parents’ separation/divorce think about fairness and the child’s best interests when making 
decisions about custody. 
 
I invite you to participate in this study.  You are eligible to participate if you are: 

• Between the ages of 18-25 (if you are under the age of 18 and a student at the 
University of Guelph you are also eligible to participate without having to obtain 
your parent’s consent); 

• Experienced your parents’ separation/divorce between the ages of 7 and 12; and 
• Lived in shared custody (approximately 50/50 with each of your parents) for at 

least one year between the ages of 7 and 18. 
 
Your participation will consist of an individual interview with me that will last about two 
(2) hours.  The location for the interview will be in a private research room at the 
University of Guelph or at a location that is convenient for both of us.  The exact time and 
place will be finalized by mutual agreement.  After completion of the interview, I will 
contact you by email and/or telephone to confirm my interpretation of the interview and ask 
you any questions that I may have forgotten.  At this time, you will be provided with the 
opportunity to add any information that you may not have given at the first interview or to 
ask me any questions. 
 

Appendix 3: 
Interview Package 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Participation is voluntary.  If, you consent to an interview, you are completely free to 
withdraw consent and discontinue participation at any time, even after the interview has 
started or is completed, without penalty.  You may also refuse to answer any questions you 
do not want to answer and still remain in the study.  Your participation will be confidential, 
and every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality of any identifying information that 
is obtained in connection with this study.  Identification numbers will be assigned so that 
your name will not be connected to any of the information collected as part of this study.  
The interview will be tape recorded for accuracy, but will not include any way to identify 
you as the speaker.  Only I, the research assistant/transcriber, and supervising professors 
will have access to the tape recordings.  Some quotes from the tapes may be used in the 
research report but no names or identifiers will be used.  The tapes/digital recordings will 
be erased when the thesis is completed.   
 
You will be required to sign a consent form to participate in the study.  Part of this consent 
will ask you to consider granting your permission for me to recontact you to obtain contact 
information about your parents for a future study on the parental experience of shared 
custody.  No information that you provide in our interview will given to your parents.  
Furthermore, this consent will only allow me to recontact you within 3 years (by January 
31, 2011) to see if you would be willing to consent giving me information about contacting 
your parents.  If I recontact you I would have to get a new signed consent authorizing me to 
collect this information from you.  You may decline to grant me your consent now and in 
the future.  If you choose not to agree to allow recontact, this will have no impact on your 
participation in this study.  Please note:  giving your consent for me to contact your parents 
does not grant me your parent’s consent.  Each of your parents will be contacted by me and 
will have to grant their own consent to participate in this future study.  They could decline 
the invitation. 
 
This research could raise some emotional issues and potentially bring back memories of 
times and events in your life that are painful, sad or hurtful.  Participating in this study may 
cause you to focus attention on aspects of yourself, your relationships, and the events you 
have experienced that may have been challenging.  This may result in discomfort.  To aid 
in minimizing this risk, please remember that you may decline to answer any question or 
withdraw from the study at any time.  Information regarding the contact numbers of local 
counselling services will be made available at the time of your interview. 
 
If you are interested in participating in this study, please contact me via e-mail or 
telephone.  Please type “Shared Custody Study” in the subject line of your e-mail.   
 
If you have any questions about this study, please contact me or my supervising professor, 
Dr. Susan Lollis.  This study has received ethics approval through the University of Guelph 
Research Ethics Board.  If you have any concerns about your participation in this study, 
please contact Sandy Auld at the University of Guelph Office of Research, 
sauld@uoguelph.ca or (519)824-4120 ext. 56606. 
 
 
Denise L. Whitehead, LL.B., M.Sc.  Susan Lollis, PhD, C. Psych. 
PhD Candidate     Department of Family Relations & 
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Department of Family Relations &   Applied Nutrition  
Applied Nutrition     University of Guelph  
University of Guelph    (519)824-4120 ext. 53003 
(519)824-4120 ext. 52248    slollis@uoguelph.ca 
dwhitehe@uoguelph.ca 
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The Shared Custody Experience:  The Adult Child’s 
Perspective on Transitions, Relationships and Fairness 

  
 

CONSENT TO PARTICIPATE IN RESEARCH 
 
You are asked to participate in a research study being conducted by Denise Whitehead, 
PhD candidate, from the department of Family Relations and Applied Nutrition at the 
University of Guelph.  This research is being conducted as part of my doctoral education. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns about the research, please feel free to contact me 
(Denise Whitehead) or my faculty advisor, Dr. Susan Lollis at the contact information at 
the bottom of this form. 
 

PURPOSE OF THE STUDY 
 
I have read the Letter of Information provided to me outlining the purpose of this study and 
the extent of my participation.  
  
 PROCEDURES 
 
If you volunteer to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in an 
interview that will take approximately two (2) hours to complete and will be audio 
recorded.  During this interview I will ask you to do the following things: 

 Complete a background and demographic information questionnaire. 
 Create a genogram(s) (a type of family tree) outlining the members of your family. 
 Create a timeline to provide a visual reference point and mapping of key events in 

your life related to your parents’ separation/divorce. 
 Participate in an interview where I will ask questions about your custody 

arrangements and specifically with regards to how and why transitions were made 
or not made, the relationships you have with your parents and your understanding of 
fairness and the child’s best interests in making custody decisions. 

 
Following the interview and my analysis I will re-contact you by email or phone to share 
with you my interpretation of your interview.  You will have the opportunity to add or 
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correct anything.  You will also have the opportunity to ask any additional questions of me.  
This will take approximately 15-30 minutes to complete. 
 
If you select the box on this consent, I will be providing to you a summary of this research 
study by email when it is completed. 
 
As outlined on the information sheet that was provided to you, I am contemplating a future 
research study on the parental experience of shared custody and I would like to be able to 
contact participants from this study to obtain contact information for their parents to seek 
their participation in a future study.  Below, there is a check box on this consent for this 
purpose.  If you choose not to be re-contacted I will not recontact you and this will have no 
impact on your participation in this study.  If you choose to check the box below I will 
have until January 31, 2011 to make recontact. 
 
 
 POTENTIAL RISKS AND DISCOMFORTS 
 
I will be asking you to talk about, and describe, past and present experiences that are related 
to your parents’ separation/divorce.  It is possible, that your participation in this interview 
may cause you to recall events or emotions that you have forgotten or that you haven’t 
considered for some time.  You may find yourself experiencing sadness, hurt or anger.  
You are free to refuse to answer any questions that make you uncomfortable or that you 
simply do not wish to answer.  You may also terminate this interview at any time.  You will 
receive your $20.00 regardless of whether you finish the interview. 
 
My dissertation advisor, Dr. Susan Lollis, is a registered psychologist with the College of 
Psychologists of Ontario and is trained to discuss difficult issues with individuals. She is 
available to you if you have questions regarding the nature of the study. 
. 
 POTENTIAL BENEFITS TO PARTICIPANTS AND/OR TO SOCIETY 
 
• Generally, individuals find that participating in interviews is a positive way to share 

their life experience with someone who is interested in what they have to say.  There 
will be no direct or immediate benefit to participating in this research.  There is, 
however, much for parents, society and the legal community to learn from 
understanding the perspective of children who must live and navigate the shared 
custody experience.  It is hoped that this research will help inform these groups and that 
decisions about custody can better take into account the needs and interests of the 
children.  

• Satisfaction from helping a graduate student and contributing to research on family 
relationships. 

• Exposure to research methods used to conduct research on family relationships. 
 
 PAYMENT FOR PARTICIPATION 
You will receive twenty dollars ($20.00) in partial thanks for your participation in this 
study.  The $20.00 will be given to you regardless of whether you finish the interview 
today. 
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 CONFIDENTIALITY 
 
Every effort will be made to ensure confidentiality of any identifying information that 
is obtained in connection with this study. 
 
• Your name will not be used in any reports of this study. 
• Any personal information you give will be strictly confidential. 
• You are completely free to withdraw consent and to discontinue participation at any 

time. 
• You can decide which questions you would like to answer. 
• Interview information will be used for my doctoral research study. 
• This interview will be tape recorded and transcribed without identifying information. 
• Quotes from the tapes may be used in the research report but no name or identifiers will 

be used. 
• The tapes/digital recordings will be erased when the thesis is completed. 
• Only the student researcher, professional transcriber and supervising professors will 

have access to the tape recordings. 
• You can withdraw at any time, before, during or after the interview, without penalty. 
 
I also understand that information exchanged during the interview is confidential, with the 
following four exceptions: 
 
1.        If I report having been abused as a child, I realize that the researchers are obligated 
by law to report these incidents to the local child protection agency. 
 
2.        If information is disclosed indicating risk of harm to me or others, I  
realize that the researchers are obligated to take actions to protect relevant people and  
that such action might include violating confidentiality. 
 
3.        If information regarding ongoing or past maltreatment by a professional is disclosed,  
I realize that in complying with the legislation regarding the reporting of  
unethical professional behaviour (Bill 100) the researchers might be required to violate  
confidentiality. 
 
4.        If ordered by a court of law, I realize that the researchers are obligated to release  
information. 
 
 PARTICIPATION AND WITHDRAWAL 
 
You can choose whether to be in this study or not.  If you volunteer to be in this study, 
you may withdraw at any time without consequences of any kind.  You may exercise 
the option of removing your data from the study.  You may also refuse to answer any 
questions you don’t want to answer and still remain in the study.  The investigator 
may withdraw you from this research if circumstances arise that warrant doing so.   If 
you become very emotionally upset or angry and I am concerned that carrying on the 
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interview may not be in your best interests I will terminate the interview and refer 
you to professional counselling services.   
 
 RIGHTS OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANTS 
 
You may withdraw your consent at any time and discontinue participation without 
penalty.  You are not waiving any legal claims, rights or remedies because of your 
participation in this research study.  This study has been reviewed and received ethics 
clearance through the University of Guelph Research Ethics Board.   If you have 
questions regarding your rights as a research participant, contact: 
 

Sandy Auld 
 Research Ethics Coordinator            Telephone: (519) 824-4120, ext. 56606 
           University of Guelph   E-mail: sauld@uoguelph.ca 
 437 University Centre   Fax: (519) 821-5236 
 Guelph, ON   N1G 2W1 
 
 SIGNATURE OF RESEARCH PARTICIPANT/LEGAL REPRESENTATIVE 
 

I have read the information provided for the study “The Shared Custody 
Experience:  The Adult Child’s Perspective on Transitions, Relationships and 
Fairness” as described herein.  My questions have been answered to my 
satisfaction, and I agree to participate in this study.  I have been given a copy 
of this form. 

 
(Please circle your response) I do / do not agree  to be recontacted by the researchers before 
January 31, 2011.  
 
If you do agree to be recontacted, please provide the following contact information: 
 
Email: __________________________________________ 
 
Telephone: _____________________________________ 
 
Address: _____________________________________ 
 

_____________________________________ 
 

□ I would like to be informed of the results of this research. 
 
 ______________________________________ 
 Name of Participant (please print) 
  
 ______________________________________  ______________ 
 Signature of Participant or Legal Representative   Date 
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 SIGNATURE OF WITNESS 
 
 ______________________________________ 
 Name of Witness (please print) 
 
 ______________________________________  _______________ 
 Signature of Witness      Date 
      
 

Denise L. Whitehead, PhD Candidate  Susan Lollis, PhD, C. Psych.  
Department of Family Relations &   Faculty Advisor 
Applied Nutrition  Department of Family Relations & 
University of Guelph    Applied Nutrition  
(519) 824-4120 Ext. 52248   University of Guelph 
dwhitehe@uoguelph.ca     (519) 824-4120 ext. 53003 
       slollis@uoguelph.ca 
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Counseling Resources in the Guelph Area 

 
 

Discussion about one’s life events, particularly separation and divorce, can be helpful, but 
it can also prove stressful at times and raise issues that may revive memories or feelings of 
sadness and hurt.  If your participation in this study has brought about emotions that you 
are unable to deal with on your own I encourage you to make contact with one of the 
resources. 
 
This is a list of counseling services in the Guelph area.  Most other cities and towns would 
have similar facilities.  We make this list available to everyone, should it prove useful now 
or in the future. 
 
Family Counseling and Support Services for Guelph-Wellington 
109 Surrey St. East, Guelph 
824-2431  
 
University of Guelph Counseling Services (free to students of the University of Guelph) 
3rd Floor, University Centre, University of Guelph 
824-4120 ext. 53244 
 
Couple and Family Therapy Centre (offer a sliding scale fee service based on income) 
University of Guelph 
824-4120 ext. 56335 
 
Catholic Family Counseling Centre 
400 Queen St. South, Kitchener 
743-6333 
 
Interfaith Pastoral Counseling Centre 
151 Frederick St., Kitchener 
662-3092 
 
Shalom Counseling Service 
131 Erb St W, Waterloo 
886-8690 
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Background & Demographic Information 

 
 
Name:________________________________________________________ 
 
Address:_________________________________________________________ 
 
Phone:_________________________Cell:_____________________________ 
 
Email:__________________________________________________ 
 
Date of birth: _________________________ 
 
Age:_______________ 
 
Male    Female   
 
What is your current marital status: 
  single/never married 
  married 
  cohabitating/common law 
  separated/divorced 
  widowed 
 
 
What is the highest level of education that you have completed to date: 
 Some high school (Grade completed _____) 
 Completed high school 
 Some college ( ____ years completed) 

Name of college program: ______________________________________________ 
 Completed college program 

Name of college program: ______________________________________________ 
 Currently enrolled in university 

Program/Area of Study___________________ 
 Year of study_______________ 
 Completed undergraduate degree at university 

Name of university program:____________________ 
 Some graduate degree (Masters  or PhD ) (___ years completed) 

Name of program: __________________________ 
 Completed graduate school (Masters  or PhD ) 
 Name of program: _____________________________ 
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Are you employed?  Yes      No    
 
Full-time   
Part-time     How many hours per week approximately? ______________ 
 
Occupation: _____________________________________________________ 
 
 
What is your estimated annual income? 
 
 $9,999 
 $10,000 – 19,999 
 $20,000-29,999 
 $30,000-39,999 
 $40,000-49,999 
 $50,000-59,999 
 $60,000-69,999 
 $70,000-79,999 
 $80,000-89,999 
 $90,000-99,999 
 $100,000-119,999 
 $120,000 + 
 
 

Information About Your Parents 
 
YOUR MOM 
 
Date of birth:_______________________________  Age:____________ 
 
Occupation:________________________________________________ 
 
What do you estimate was your mother’s income at the time of the 
separation/divorce? 
 
 <$9,999    $70,000-79,999 
 $10,000 – 19,999   $80,000-89,999 
 $20,000-29,999   $90,000-99,999 
 $30,000-39,999   $100,000-119,999 
 $40,000-49,999   $120,000 + 
 $50,000-59,999    Don’t Know 
 $60,000-69,999 
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Using the following descriptive categories, what was the feel of the financial situation 
in your mother’s household at the time of the separation /divorce? 
 
Complete poverty or welfare level 
 Above poverty, but always struggling for necessities 
Sometimes struggle and sacrifice, but there was enough money for occasional small extras 

(small extras are defined as items under $50, e.g., clothes, shoes, makeup, books) 
Enough money to regularly have small extras 
 Enough money for almost all small extras as well as very few big extras (big extras are 

defined as items costing $500 or more, e.g., car, vacations, computer, electronics) 
Enough money for all small extras as well as a few big extras 
 Enough money to regularly have a fair number of big extras 
 Enough money to have a lot of big extras 
 Have all the extras we want but are not completely wealthy 
Very wealthy, never skimp 
 
What do you estimate is your mother’s current income? 
 <$9,999    $70,000-79,999 
 $10,000 – 19,999   $80,000-89,999 
 $20,000-29,999   $90,000-99,999 
 $30,000-39,999   $100,000-119,999 
 $40,000-49,999   $120,000 + 
 $50,000-59,999    Don’t Know 
 $60,000-69,999 
 
 
Using the following descriptive categories, what is the feel of the financial situation in 
your mother’s household today? 
 
Complete poverty or welfare level 
Above poverty, but always struggling for necessities 
Sometimes struggle and sacrifice, but there was enough money for occasional small extras 

(small extras are defined as items under $50, e.g., clothes, shoes, makeup, books) 
Enough money to regularly have small extras 
Enough money for almost all small extras as well as very few big extras (big extras are 

defined as items costing $500 or more, e.g., car, vacations, computer, electronics) 
Enough money for all small extras as well as a few big extras 
Enough money to regularly have a fair number of big extras 
Enough money to have a lot of big extras 
Have all the extras we want but are not completely wealthy 
Very wealthy, never skimp 
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ABOUT DAD 
 
Date of birth:_______________________________  Age:__________________ 
 
Occupation:_______________________________________________________ 
 
 
What do you estimate was your father’s income at the time of the separation/divorce? 
 <$9,999    $70,000-79,999 
 $10,000 – 19,999   $80,000-89,999 
 $20,000-29,999   $90,000-99,999 
 $30,000-39,999   $100,000-119,999 
 $40,000-49,999   $120,000 + 
 $50,000-59,999    Don’t Know 
 $60,000-69,999 
 
 
Using the following descriptive categories, what was the feel of the financial situation 
in your father’s household at the time of the separation /divorce? 
 
Complete poverty or welfare level 
Above poverty, but always struggling for necessities 
Sometimes struggle and sacrifice, but there was enough money for occasional small extras 

(small extras are defined as items under $50, e.g., clothes, shoes, makeup, books) 
Enough money to regularly have small extras 
Enough money for almost all small extras as well as very few big extras (big extras are 

defined as items costing $500 or more, e.g., car, vacations, computer, electronics) 
Enough money for all small extras as well as a few big extras 
Enough money to regularly have a fair number of big extras 
Enough money to have a lot of big extras 
Have all the extras we want but are not completely wealthy 
Very wealthy, never skimp 
 
What do you estimate is your father’s current income? 
 
 <$9,999    $70,000-79,999 
 $10,000 – 19,999   $80,000-89,999 
 $20,000-29,999   $90,000-99,999 
 $30,000-39,999   $100,000-119,999 
 $40,000-49,999   $120,000 + 
 $50,000-59,999    Don’t Know 
 $60,000-69,999 
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Using the following descriptive categories, what is the feel of the financial situation in 
your father’s household today? 
 
Complete poverty or welfare level 
Above poverty, but always struggling for necessities 
Sometimes struggle and sacrifice, but there was enough money for occasional small extras 

(small extras are defined as items under $50, e.g., clothes, shoes, makeup, books) 
Enough money to regularly have small extras 
Enough money for almost all small extras as well as very few big extras (big extras are 

defined as items costing $500 or more, e.g., car, vacations, computer, electronics) 
Enough money for all small extras as well as a few big extras 
Enough money to regularly have a fair number of big extras 
Enough money to have a lot of big extras 
Have all the extras we want but are not completely wealthy 
Very wealthy, never skimp 
 
 
CHILD SUPPORT (Under age 18) 
 
As far as you know did one of your parents pay child support to the other?   
Yes         No       Don’t Know            
At what age did you become aware of this?_________________________ 
 
 
Could you provide details about what you know about that arrangement? 
 
Money was paid to:   Mom      Dad   
 
Was money a source of conflict for your parents?   Yes     No     
 
Did this arrangement ever change and child support was stopped altogether? 
Yes      No     
 
What were the circumstances of child support being terminated? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_____________________________________-
____________________________________________________________________ 
 
Was the paying of child support ever reversed (the other parent was paid)?   
Yes      No     
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If, yes, there were changes, what do you remember about why the arrangements changed? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
________________________________ 
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CURRENT SUPPORT (18 years of age+) 
Are you currently living at “home” while attending school/working?  Yes    No    
 
Who are you living with?  Mom         Dad      Somewhere else?____________ 
 
Has this always been the arrangement?  Yes         No     
 
If you answered NO to the previous question, could you provide details about the other 
living arrangements that you have had?  
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
________________________________ 
 
Is either of your parents helping you with your expenses for school (i.e., tuition, living 
expenses)?  Yes          No     
 
Who is helping (check all that apply)?  Mom         Dad       Other      
 
If chose “other”, who is helping you (e.g., grandparent, sibling)? 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
________________ 
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
________________________ 
 
What kind of support are you receiving and by whom?   
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
_________________________________________________________________________
___________________ 
 
 
 
 
 
Thank you for providing me with this information.   
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    Feedback Letter  
Dear Participant,  

Thank you for participating in the study The Shared Custody Experience:  The 
Adult Child’s Perspective on Transitions, Relationships and Fairness.  The purpose of this 
study is to develop an in-depth understanding of the experiences that children face in 
dealing with sharing their living time equally with both of their parents. 
 

Sometimes, shared custody is portrayed as an “ideal” arrangement for children and 
their parents.  It is thought, or hoped, that sharing time equally will be “fair” for everyone 
and enhance the relationships that children have with each of their parents.  There is, 
however, research to suggest that shared custody can be quite fragile.  What is less well 
known is, why?  Why does shared custody last for some families, but not others?  To date, 
there has been has been very little research that has explored the shared custody experience, 
particularly from the perspective of the children who must live this type of arrangement.  
 

Given that there are very few studies that have explored the experience of shared 
custody as experienced by children, this study will make a unique contribution to 
understanding why shared custody is adopted in the first place, why it persists, or why it 
changes over time.  I am particularly interested in what types of circumstances bring about 
change – whether entering or leaving a shared custody arrangement.  Are these transitions 
because of parental changes (e.g., repartnering? work? moving?)?  Or, are these transitions 
brought on because of changes in the child (e.g., school, work, friends, increasing agency)?   
 

It is also hoped that this study will help us to better understand how shared custody 
influences the relationships that children have with their parents.  The desired outcome is 
that children are able to enjoy positive relationships with both of their parents, regardless of 
their parents’ marital status.  How shared custody influences this experience is still 
relatively unknown.  Finally, I am interested in the concept of fairness from the perspective 
of the child.  It can be difficult to ask very young children what they think is fair when they 
are still living the custody decisions of their parents and the courts. It is hoped, that by 
asking young adults, who lived out their custodial experiences, that they could reflect back, 
and share what they have learned from their own experience.  
 

Your participation today is extremely valuable in giving me a detailed 
understanding of your experiences with your family.  Thank you for your time and for 
sharing some of the personal details about your life.  If you have any questions, feel free to 
contact us at any time. 
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Sincerely, 
Denise L. Whitehead, PhD Candidate  Susan Lollis, PhD, C. Psych. 
Department of Family Relations &   Faculty Advisor 
Applied Nutrition, University of Guelph Department of Family Relations & 

Applied Nutrition 
(519)824-4120 ext. 52248    University of Guelph 
dwhitehe@uoguelph.ca    (519) 824-4120 ext. 53003 
       slollis@uoguelph.ca 
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Genogram Example 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
M  F 

Dad 
age 

Mom 
age 

Son 
age 

Son 
age 

Daughter 
age 

Oldest to youngest 

Males  Females 



 

 

 

163 

Appendix 4 
The Shared Custody Experience Interview Schedule 

 
 
1. Information Sheet 
2. Obtain Participant’s written consent 
3. Background questionnaire 
 
4. Explain concept of shared custody   
5. Construct Genogram 
 
6. Introduce Timeline of Events and Transitions 

• When did your parents get married/start living together?   
• When were you born?   
• When were siblings born? 
• When did your parents first separate?   
• Did they ever reunite for a time?  When?   
• When did they permanently separate?   
• If relevant, when did they divorce?   
• Was there a formal court order or separation agreement regarding any of the 

custody arrangements noted on the timeline? 
 
What do you understand to be the events or circumstances that led to your parents’ 
separation/divorce?   How did you come to this understanding? 
 
Custody Arrangements 
• Map onto the timeline the custody arrangements you had between when your parents 

separated and when you turned 18 (this could have been a formal court ordered 
arrangement or a change that occurred because you or one or both of your parents 
initiated it).  Indicate your age &/or grade at time of arrangement?   

 
• Was there ever a time when changes around custody were considered, either by you or 

one of your parents, but never happened?   
 
 
I would like to talk with you about the various events and transitions that you have plotted 
on the timeline beginning with the time when your parents separated/divorced. For this 
part of the interview I will be utilizing a pattern of asking many of the following questions 
for each of the transitions and significant events that have been marked on the timeline.   
 
Custody Arrangements/Transitions:   
Could you describe for me how this custody arrangement came about? What was this 
arrangement like for you? 
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Packing 
How was this handled and by whom?  How did you feel about this?  How did your mom 
handle things when you forgot something?  What about your dad? 
 
Relationships:   What kind of relationship did you have with each of your parents 
during this time?  Do you think the type of custody arrangement influenced the 
relationship you had with each of your parents?  Could you describe? 
 
Fairness:  At the time, did you think this arrangement was fair?  What role did you 
play in the decision making around this custodial arrangement transition (e.g. were 
you consulted, did you voice an opinion)?  What are your thoughts about the fact that your 
parents included you in the decision making about the custodial arrangement (ask them to 
reflect on each arrangement as applicable)? OR What are your thoughts about the fact that 
your parents did not include you in the decision making about the custodial arrangement? 
 
Money:  Money often plays an important role in separated families.   Do you think that it 
played an important role in your family either before or after separation?    
 
I see from your demographic questionnaire that child support was paid by your Dad/Mom.   
• Did child support have any impact on the relationship between your parents?   
• Did child support have any impact on the relationship you had with either of your 

parents?   
• Did the paying of child support make a difference in the type of custody 

arrangement you were in at any time?   
• What are the financial arrangements for university? 

 
Adult Relationship with Parents 
What is it like for you now, as a young adult, to work things out with your parents in 
negotiating a relationship or time with your parents (probe re holidays, summer living 
arrangements, financial support)?  What issues have arisen?   
What do you see as having the most influence on your current relationship with your Mom?  
Your Dad? 
 
Summary 
As you look over your timeline and the custody arrangement(s) you have experienced 
could you summarize your experiences  
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Fairness and Best Interests of the Child 
The best interests of the child is considered to be at the forefront when it 
comes to custody matters, but other aspects of fairness and justice also 
help frame how decision makers (lawyer, judges), parents, society and 
children view the decision making process and the outcomes.   I would like 
to ask you some questions keeping these ideas of fairness, justice and the 
best interests of the child in mind. 
 
Do you have any views about whether, in general, children ought to be 
involved in making decisions about custodial arrangements that 
involve them?   
 
Do you think your perceptions about was fair and in your best interest 
changed over time?  How? 
 
Sometimes the concepts of fairness, justice and the child’s best interests 
don’t quite fit with one another.  For example, what may seem to be in the 
child’s best interests may not seem to be just or fair for one or both parents 
(e.g., the educational needs of child may not adequately permit living in a 
50/50 shared custody with each parent).    
 
In situations where parents, lawyers or judges find themselves having 
to make decisions that might involve trade-offs between fairness, 
justice and the best interests of the child, what would you want them to 
think about or to understand clearly? 
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Revisiting the Genograms 
• Draw a circle around those individuals in your genorgram that you consider to be 

“in” your family. 
• As you look over your timeline is there a time or times when you would have 

constructed your genogram differently?   
 

Conclusion 
We have discussed many aspects around shared and other custody arrangements today.  Is 
there anything else that you would like to discuss or to add to this interview? 
    
 
Present participant with:   
• List of Counseling Services  
• Feedback Letter  
 


