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Abstract
Previous research has repeatedly shown that separation or divorce can lead to a substantial decline in economic resources, 
and that it is mostly mothers who suffer from the severe economic consequences. Because it has also been established that 
the post-separation care arrangement that a family practices is a central factor in explaining mothers’ poor economic situa-
tions after family dissolution, this study investigated the association between physical custody arrangements (sole physical 
custody, asymmetric joint physical custody, and symmetric joint physical custody) and the economic well-being of 1018 
residential mothers from the Family Models in Germany study. The results of the ordered logistic regression models showed 
that mothers in asymmetric and symmetric joint physical custody families reported higher levels of economic well-being 
than mothers with sole physical custody. When controlling for a set of confounders, the differences between mothers with 
sole physical custody and symmetric joint physical custody disappeared, which suggests that the economic advantages of 
mothers with symmetric joint physical custody can be fully explained by factors like the mothers’ working hours, their 
personal net income, their partnership status, and the fairness of their financial arrangement with their former partner. In 
contrast, the relationship between asymmetric joint physical custody and mothers’ economic situations remained significant 
even after control variables were included in the regression models. However, the question of what role selection processes 
among parents play in explaining the observed differences in post-separation economic well-being between mothers in sole 
and joint physical custody families remains open.

Keywords  Asymmetric joint physical custody · Economic well-being · Family Models in Germany · Mothers · Sole 
physical custody · Symmetric joint physical custody

It is well-established knowledge that separation or divorce 
can have detrimental consequences for the partners’ eco-
nomic situations, as it can lead to a substantial decline in 
their economic resources (Mortelmans, 2020; Osborne 
et al., 2012; Raley & Sweeney, 2020). However, previous 
empirical studies have also shown that there are significant 
gender differences in post-separation economic well-being. 
Although the differences between men’s and women’s 
experiences following divorce have decreased due to fac-
tors like women’s increasing labor market participation and 
the expansion of public childcare, women are still more 
likely than men to suffer economically after union dissolu-
tion (Andreß et al., 2006; Assave et al., 2007; Köppen et al., 

2020; Leopold, 2018; Poortman, 2000). One central cause of 
women’s greater vulnerability following separation is that in 
European countries, women are usually awarded sole physi-
cal custody of their children after family dissolution (Assave 
et al., 2007). This means that most children whose parents 
have separated live either mainly or exclusively with their 
mother, and have no or only limited contact with their non-
residential father (Cancian et al., 2014). As a result, single 
mothers tend to shoulder most, if not all, of the childrearing 
responsibilities in post-separation families, which can make 
it difficult for them to participate in the labor market (Bakker 
& Karsten, 2013).

However, in recent decades, there has been a noticeable 
trend toward fathers being increasingly involved in their chil-
dren’s lives after separation (see, for example, Amato et al., 
2009), and this trend has been accompanied by the growing 
prevalence of joint physical custody in many European coun-
tries (Spruijt & Duindam, 2009). Joint physical custody is an 
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arrangement in which children whose parents have separated 
or divorced spend considerable amounts of time with both 
their mother and their father (usually not less than 30% of the 
time with each parent). Thus, this arrangement differs from 
the more traditional post-separation care arrangement of sole 
physical custody in which children spend less than 30% of 
the time with their non-residential parent (Steinbach, 2019). 
Due to the increasing prevalence of joint physical custody 
and its potential implications for daily life in post-separation 
families, this care arrangement has, in recent years, received 
more attention from the public and from researchers. While 
the overwhelming majority of the existing studies on this 
topic have focused on the effects that practicing joint physi-
cal custody may have on children’s adjustment to parental 
separation, scholars have largely neglected the well-being of 
the parents involved in such arrangements (Sodermans et al., 
2015). Nevertheless, previous research was able to identify 
some pathways through which practicing joint physical cus-
tody may enhance parents’ well-being (Bauserman, 2012; 
Steinbach, 2019), and there are also reasons to assume that 
practicing joint physical custody may affect parents’ eco-
nomic well-being.

Therefore, this study explores the relationship between 
physical custody arrangements and the economic well-
being of 1018 residential mothers in post-separation fami-
lies. Based on data from the Family Models in Germany 
(FAMOD) study that was conducted in 2019, ordered 
logistic regression models were estimated. A special fea-
ture of this study is that it is able to differentiate not only 
between sole and joint physical custody arrangements, but 
also between the effects that asymmetric joint physical cus-
tody (in which children live between 30 and 49% of the time 
with their non-residential parent) and symmetric joint physi-
cal custody (a 50:50 arrangement in which children divide 
their time equally between their parents) may have on the 
economic well-being of mothers. Thus, this study fills a sig-
nificant gap in the literature on joint physical custody and 
parental well-being.

Background

Leopold (2018) has argued that four factors need to be con-
sidered when seeking to explain why the economic conse-
quences of separation tend to be more severe for women than 
for men: (1) the gender-specific division of labor prior to 
separation and women’s lower human capital; (2) a signifi-
cant loss of income for women that is often not compensated 
for by alimony payments; (3) insufficient child support; and 
(4) women’s restricted earning opportunities. While in a rela-
tionship, the man tends to be the family’s primary breadwin-
ner (Raley & Sweeney, 2020), whereas the woman is more 
likely to take on domestic work and childcare responsibilities 

(Poortman, 2000; Radenacker, 2020). Due to this traditional 
division of labor and the tendency of women to temporarily 
or permanently drop out of the labor force, women are often 
financially dependent on their partner (Jansen et al., 2009). 
Moreover, women’s tendency to have a loose attachment to 
the labor market and a fragmented work career is associ-
ated with lower average wages (Assave et al., 2007), shorter 
working hours (Poortman, 2000), and lower human capital 
(Leopold, 2018). Because the “economically weaker party 
loses access to the pooled household income” (Radenacker, 
2020, p. 68) when the relationship ends, women often expe-
rience a significant loss of economic resources in the wake 
of a separation. In addition, factors like having a fragmented 
work career and lower human capital often make it more dif-
ficult for women to re-enter the labor market and to increase 
their earnings after a separation (Kessler, 2018; Poortman, 
2000; Struffolino & Mortelmans, 2018). Another key factor 
that contributes to women’s greater economic challenges is 
that the traditional division of labor continues after family 
dissolution, as the majority of women continue to be their 
children’s main caregiver (Poortman, 2000). This arrange-
ment can have further negative implications for a woman’s 
labor market position and her associated economic situation, 
as it drastically limits the time the woman can spend on paid 
employment. Moreover, when a divorced woman leads a 
household in which children are present, the household’s 
economic needs may be difficult to meet with the mother’s 
restricted earning opportunities and child support payments 
alone (Bröckel & Andreß, 2015; Poortman, 2000).

Theoretical Considerations on the Relationship 
Between Joint Physical Custody and Mothers’ 
Economic Well‑Being

The effects of joint physical custody on the economic sit-
uations of residential mothers are not easy to determine, 
because in addition to the possibility that there is a causal 
relationship between them, the issue of selection processes 
needs to be addressed. Parents who choose joint physical 
custody presumably have a range of positive characteristics 
that distinguish them from parents who select traditional 
care arrangements, particularly when the prevalence of joint 
physical custody is still comparatively low in a given country 
and when joint physical custody is not imposed upon par-
ents by law (Emery et al., 2005; Poortman & van Gaalen, 
2017). In line with this assumption, previous research has 
shown that mothers in joint physical custody families tend 
to have higher educational levels than mothers with sole 
physical custody (Juby et al., 2005). In addition, parents 
who opt for joint physical custody are known to have more 
egalitarian gender role attitudes than parents who practice 
sole physical custody (Kitterød & Lyngstad, 2012; Poortman 
& van Gaalen, 2017). Parents who have egalitarian gender 
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role attitudes are, in turn, more likely to have an egalitar-
ian division of labor. Thus, in these families, the mother is 
more likely to have been active in the labor market prior to 
the separation (Juby et al., 2005). Furthermore, the parents’ 
income seems to be an important predictor of their choice 
of post-separation care arrangements, with parents who have 
an above-average income being more likely to practice joint 
physical custody (Bakker & Mulder, 2013; Cancian et al., 
2014; Cashmore et al., 2010; Meyer et al., 2017). Scholars 
have attributed this relationship to the additional costs that 
are associated with practicing joint physical custody (Can-
cian et al., 2014; Poortman & van Gaalen, 2017), including 
the costs of maintaining two suitable homes and having two 
sets of furniture, clothes, and toys for the children (Bak-
ker & Mulder, 2013). Moreover, because there is some evi-
dence that joint physical custody is associated with frequent 
transitions between the parents’ households (Steinbach & 
Augustijn, 2021), this care arrangement may also involve 
higher travel costs (Vanassche et al., 2017), especially when 
the parents live far away from each other.

Taken together, these findings indicate that mothers in 
joint physical custody families differ significantly from 
their counterparts in sole physical custody families in terms 
of their pre-separation division of labor and their level of 
attachment to the labor market. Therefore, mothers with joint 
physical custody should be in a more advantageous position 
after separation, mainly because they are more likely to have 
a high educational level, a continuous work career, and a 
high level of human capital. Accordingly, a positive associa-
tion between joint physical custody and mothers’ economic 
well-being after family dissolution may be either fully or 
at least partially explained by these mothers having more 
advantaged starting conditions after separation.

One central argument for the existence of a causal rela-
tionship between joint physical custody and mothers’ eco-
nomic well-being is that mothers with sole physical custody 
typically bear the primary financial responsibility for their 
children, which puts them in a disadvantaged economic posi-
tion (Kessler, 2018). Mothers with sole custody often face 
pressure to spend substantial amounts of money on their 
children’s clothes, food, toys, and other expenses that may 
not be fully covered by the mothers’ income, child support 
payments, or welfare support (Assave et al., 2007; Bröckel 
& Andreß, 2015). In comparison to their counterparts in sole 
physical custody families, children living in joint physical 
custody families spend more time with their father, particu-
larly when the family practices symmetric joint physical cus-
tody. As research has suggested that father-child contact and 
child support are closely related (Cheadle et al., 2010; Hof-
ferth et al., 2010), it is plausible to assume that practicing 
joint physical custody may give the father more incentives 
to provide his children with financial resources after family 

dissolution (Turunen, 2017), and thus reduces the residential 
mother’s economic strains.

However, in this context the country’s legal system, and 
particularly its regulations concerning child support, has to 
be considered. In Germany, for instance, the non-residential 
parent in an asymmetric joint physical custody arrangement 
(i.e., the parent with whom the child spends the smaller pro-
portion of time) may have to pay the full amount of child 
support, even if the family has, for example, a 40:60 arrange-
ment. In contrast, courts are more likely to make adjustments 
to child support settlements in a symmetric joint physical 
custody arrangement, although child support payments may 
not be completely eliminated. This is because the German 
legal system assumes that sole physical custody is the norm, 
and thus has a narrow definition of joint physical custody as 
being a 50:50 arrangement (Schneider, 2021). As a result 
of these regulations, mothers in asymmetric joint physical 
custody families may have higher levels of economic well-
being than mothers with symmetric joint physical custody, 
as they can benefit from sharing the physical custody of their 
children with the father while receiving higher child support 
payments.

Another reason why mothers in post-separation fami-
lies may tend to benefit economically from practicing joint 
physical custody is that they spend less time on childrearing 
than single mothers with sole physical custody. The more 
time mothers invest in childcare tasks, the less time they 
can spend on other activities, including paid employment 
(Bakker & Karsten, 2013). As children live for substantial 
amounts of time with both parents in a joint physical custody 
arrangement, mothers with joint physical custody have more 
time to invest in the labor market, and should, therefore, have 
a significant economic advantage over mothers with sole 
physical custody, particularly in countries where mothers’ 
labor market participation depends on the availability and 
affordability of public childcare (Hancioglu & Hartmann, 
2014; Kessler, 2018). In addition, practicing joint physical 
custody should make it easier for mothers not only to engage 
in paid employment, but also to work in more demanding 
jobs; for example, in jobs that require them to commute or 
work longer hours (Bakker & Karsten, 2013; Bonnet et al., 
2018).

Furthermore, research has shown that repartnering can 
be a pathway to economic recovery for women after family 
dissolution (Jansen et al., 2009; Raley & Sweeney, 2020). 
Separated mothers’ chances of finding a new partner gener-
ally depend on three factors: needs, opportunities, and attrac-
tiveness (Becker, 1981; de Graaf & Kalmijn, 2003; Ivanova 
et al., 2013). Although practicing joint physical custody may 
reduce a mother’s financial need to have a new relationship, 
it can improve her chances of repartnering by increasing her 
opportunities to meet potential partners by providing her 
with more leisure time (Sodermans et al., 2015). Moreover, 
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practicing joint physical custody may boost a mother’s 
attractiveness for potential partners, as having residential 
children from a previous relationship significantly reduces 
a mother’s attractiveness (de Graaf & Kalmijn, 2003), 
whereas being “childless” (Sodermans et al., 2015, p. 260) 
for considerable periods of time should increase a mother’s 
attractiveness. Based on these theoretical considerations, 
one would expect to find that mothers with symmetric joint 
physical custody who are “childless” half of the time ben-
efit economically from having more time to invest in the 
labor market and in social activities, whereas mothers with 
asymmetric joint physical custody benefit less economically 
because they spend more time with their children.

Empirical Evidence of the Relationship Between 
Joint Physical Custody and Mothers’ Economic 
Well‑Being

Empirical evidence on the association between joint physical 
custody and parents’ economic well-being is still extremely 
rare. The only existing study that has examined the direct 
relationship between physical custody arrangements and par-
ents’ economic well-being with data from Germany found 
only a weak correlation between practicing joint physical 
custody and the parents’ satisfaction with their economic sit-
uations that disappeared after controlling for socio-economic 
variables like the parents’ educational levels and employ-
ment status (Köppen et al., 2020). However, the findings of 
this study need to be interpreted with caution, as the survey 
that the statistical analysis was based on (Panel Analysis 
of Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics, pairfam) 
did not allow for a clear distinction to be made between 
sole and joint physical custody arrangements. Neverthe-
less, there are other studies that provide indirect evidence 
that joint physical custody has a positive effect on mothers’ 
economic well-being. For instance, a qualitative study from 
the Netherlands suggested that mothers with sole physical 
custody had greater difficulties in combining paid employ-
ment, childcare, and leisure activities than mothers in joint 
physical custody families. The authors ascribed the observed 
difficulties to different levels of commitment in the work and 
care domains among mothers in post-separation families, 
and particularly to single mothers having higher levels of 
commitment to their role as their children’s main caregiver 
(Bakker & Karsten, 2013). Corroborating these findings, a 
French study that explored divorced women’s participation 
in the labor market found that mothers in joint physical cus-
tody families were more likely to be in paid employment 
than mothers in sole physical custody families, with the dif-
ferences between the two groups amounting to 16 percentage 
points. In addition, the results of the analysis indicated that 
practicing joint physical custody was particularly beneficial 
to mothers who were far removed from the labor market 

(Bonnet et al., 2018). Moreover, research has shown that 
mothers’ chances of repartnering were higher when they 
practiced joint physical custody rather than sole physical 
custody. Indeed, the authors of this study found a causal link 
between physical custody arrangements and mothers’ likeli-
hood of finding a new partner (Schnor et al., 2017).

Method

Data and Analytical Sample

The data for the statistical analysis come from the Fam-
ily Models in Germany (FAMOD) study (Steinbach et al., 
2020). This survey is a convenience sample that was funded 
by the German Research Foundation and conducted in 2019. 
The primary objective of the FAMOD study was to investi-
gate the well-being of post-separation families in Germany, 
although a special focus was on joint physical custody fami-
lies. The FAMOD study includes detailed information about 
the family life of 1554 nuclear, sole physical custody, and 
joint physical custody families with at least one child under 
the age of 15. The sample was stratified by (a) family model 
(nuclear, sole physical custody, and joint physical custody 
families) and (b) age of a selected target child (0–6 years 
and 7–14 years). Another prerequisite for a post-separation 
family to be included in the survey was that the target child 
had to have contact with both of his or her biological par-
ents. The FAMOD survey employed a multi-actor design, 
and thus provides researchers with information from four 
groups of respondents, including the residential parent of 
a selected target child (anchor respondent) (Kantar Public, 
2020; Steinbach et al., 2020). For the present study, informa-
tion provided by these respondents was used.

Because the prevalence of joint physical custody fami-
lies is still comparatively low in Germany, and because it is 
not possible to identify these families with official statistics, 
joint physical custody families had to be oversampled in the 
FAMOD study to achieve sufficient case numbers. Thus, 
the respondents were recruited by professional interview-
ers from Kantar Public, who identified families with dif-
ferent physical custody arrangements, and used snowball 
procedures to find rare subgroups. Although the sampling 
procedure used in the FAMOD study was not random, Stein-
bach et al. (2020) showed that the anchor respondents in 
the FAMOD study were quite similar to the respondents 
in other surveys with samples that are representative of the 
German population of parents in terms of several of their 
socio-demographic characteristics.

The FAMOD study surveyed a total of 1554 families. 
In a first step, all nuclear families (n = 321) and all male 
anchor respondents (n = 154) were excluded from the sam-
ple, as this analysis focuses on the economic well-being of 
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mothers after family dissolution. In addition, some respond-
ents had to be deleted from the sample because the physical 
custody arrangement that these families practiced could not 
be determined (n = 46). Next, all father sole physical custody 
families (i.e., arrangements in which the children spent more 
than 70% of the time with the father) and all asymmetric 
joint physical custody families in which the mother was not 
the target child’s residential parent (i.e., arrangements in 
which children spent between 30 and 49% of the time with 
the mother) were dropped for the sake of comparability, as 
these cases were too small in number to allow for compari-
sons (n = 3). Finally, all cases with missing values on the 
dependent variable were excluded from the analysis (n = 12), 
which resulted in an analytical sample that consisted of 1018 
residential mothers in post-separation families given that all 
missing values on the covariates were imputed by means of 
multiple imputation. Of the mothers in the analytical sam-
ple, 63.0% practiced sole physical custody (n = 641), 21.6% 
practiced asymmetric joint physical custody (n = 220), and 
15.4% practiced symmetric joint physical custody (n = 157).

Measures

Dependent Variable

The residential mother’s economic well-being was deter-
mined by the question: “How is the financial situation in 
your household?” The response categories to this question 
ranged from very bad (0) to very good (5). Because the 
distribution of respondents was skewed, with almost two-
thirds of respondents assessing their financial situation as 
either good or very good, the variable was recoded, divid-
ing the sample into three groups: very bad to partly bad (0, 
consisting of respondents with either a very bad, a bad, or 
a partly bad financial situation), good (1), and very good 
(2). To test whether the proportional odds assumption was 
violated, a likelihood ratio test (χ2 = 13.60; p > χ2 = 0.1375) 
and a Brant test (χ2 = 15.56; p > χ2 = 0.077) were carried out. 
The results of both tests confirmed that the proportional odds 
assumption was met, and that it was, therefore, legitimate 
to estimate ordered logistic regression models. Instead of 
using a more objective indicator of mothers’ post-separation 
economic well-being (e.g., their income), this study focuses 
on mothers’ subjective assessment of their economic situ-
ation as the dependent variable. This approach was chosen 
because early research has pointed out that “objective meas-
ures [of well-being] fail to take into account quality compo-
nents and mental processes that are important to individual 
perceptions” (Needles Fletcher & Lorenz, 1985, p. 333), and 
thus stressed the importance of subjective measurements of 
economic well-being.

Independent Variable

The independent variable is the physical custody arrange-
ment of the anchor respondents’ target child. Information on 
physical custody arrangements was gathered through the use 
of a residential calendar (see also Sodermans et al., 2014). 
With this calendar, respondents could give detailed informa-
tion about the days and nights of a typical month on which 
the target child was living with either the mother or the 
father. If a child was living less than 30% of his or her time 
with the father, the family was identified as practicing sole 
physical custody (0). Correspondingly, a family in which the 
target child was living between 30 and 49% of his or her time 
with the father was identified as practicing asymmetric joint 
physical custody (1), whereas a family in which the child 
was spending 50% of his or her time with each parent was 
identified as practicing symmetric joint physical custody (2).

Covariates

Based on the year of data collection and the year in which 
the respondents were born, the mother’s age, which ranged 
from 20 to 58 years, could be calculated. The mother’s edu-
cational level was determined based on information about 
the respondents’ highest school-leaving certificate. Accord-
ingly, the sample was split into three groups: low educational 
level (0, no school-leaving certificate or the lowest formal 
qualification of Germany’s tripartite secondary school sys-
tem), medium educational level (1, intermediary secondary 
qualification), and high educational level (2, at minimum, a 
certificate fulfilling entrance requirements to study at a uni-
versity of applied sciences). To assess the mother’s weekly 
working hours, the following question was used: “What 
are, on average, your real weekly working hours, including 
overtime? For this calculation, please take into account all 
of your jobs.” Based on the respondents’ answers, the ana-
lytical sample was divided into four groups: 0 h (0), 1–19 h 
(1), 20–36 h (2), and more than 36 h (3). To measure the 
mother’s personal monthly net income, the following ques-
tion was used: “Combining all income types: What was your 
earned income last month? We are interested in your net 
income; that is, the amount that remains after deduction of 
taxes and contributions to retirement, unemployment, and 
health insurance. Please include regular payments such as 
unemployment benefit, pension, housing allowances, child 
support, student loans/allowances (BAföG), alimony, etc.” 
Based on their answers to this question, the respondents 
could be divided into four groups: less than 1500 euros 
(0), 1500 euros to less than 2000 euros (1), 2000 euros 
to less than 3000 euros (2), and 3000 euros or more (3). 
The mother’s number of children was determined using the 
question: “How many children do you have?” This question 
referred not only to biological children, but also to adopted 
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children or stepchildren if they were living in the respond-
ent’s household or had ever lived there: one child (0), two 
children (1), and more than two children (2). The age of the 
mother’s youngest child ranged between zero and 14 years. 
Furthermore, the mother’s partnership status was controlled 
for by differentiating between two groups of respondents: 
no partner (0) and partner (1). The time since the separa-
tion from the child’s father was assessed by subtracting the 
year in which the relationship between the former partners 
ended from the year of data collection, with the time ranging 
between zero and 15 years. Finally, the fairness of the finan-
cial arrangement between the parents concerning the target 
child was measured using the question: “When you think 
about [target child]: In your opinion, how fair is the financial 
arrangement with the biological father? Think about all the 
expenses and earnings that have to do with [target child].” 
The response categories for this question were: “The other 
biological parent takes way more than his fair share”; “The 
other biological parent takes a bit more than his fair share”; 
“The other biological parent takes approximately his fair 
share”; “The other biological parent takes a bit less than his 
fair share”; and “The other biological parent takes much less 
than his fair share.” For the statistical analysis, two groups 
of respondents were identified. Families in which the father 
took either less or more than his fair share were considered 
to have an unfair financial arrangement (0), whereas fami-
lies in which the father took his fair share were considered 
to have a fair financial arrangement (1). The descriptive 
statistics for all variables are displayed in Table 1.

Results

To investigate the association between physical custody 
arrangements (sole physical custody, asymmetric joint 
physical custody, and symmetric joint physical custody) and 
residential mothers’ economic well-being, ordered logistic 
regression models were estimated (see Table 2). Because 
only the target child’s physical custody arrangement was 
considered in the analysis, the possibility cannot be ruled 
out that the mother’s economic well-being was influenced by 
other physical custody arrangements that she practiced if she 
had other children living in different types of post-separa-
tion care arrangements. Thus, to strengthen the conclusions 
drawn from this study, robustness checks were carried out 
for a subsample of mothers who practiced only one type of 
physical custody arrangement (n = 997). The results demon-
strated that only 2.1% of all mothers in the analytical sample 
actually practiced more than one physical custody arrange-
ment (n = 21). Unsurprisingly, the relationship between the 
physical custody arrangements and the respondents’ eco-
nomic well-being did not differ between the subsample and 

the full sample (results are not shown here, but are available 
on request).

Table 2 summarizes the results of the ordered logistic 
regression models for the full sample of residential mothers. 
The bivariate results in Model 1 show a statistically sig-
nificant relationship between the physical custody arrange-
ments and mothers’ post-separation economic well-being, 
with mothers who practiced either asymmetric joint physi-
cal custody (OR 2.20, p < 0.001) or symmetric joint physical 
custody (OR 1.87, p < 0.001) having higher odds of reporting 
higher levels of economic well-being than mothers with sole 
physical custody of their children. However, after including 
in Model 2 the mother’s socio-demographic characteristics, 
the time since her separation from her former partner, and 
her perception of the fairness of her financial arrangement, 
the initially observed differences between mothers in sole 
physical custody and symmetric joint physical custody fami-
lies disappeared. By contrast, mothers with asymmetric joint 
physical custody still had higher odds of having higher levels 
of economic well-being than mothers with sole physical cus-
tody, even when all covariates were held constant (OR 1.78, 
p < 0.001).

The findings for the covariates in Model 2 suggest that 
there was a significant relationship between mothers’ weekly 
working hours and their economic well-being. Compared to 
mothers who were working more than 36 h per week, moth-
ers who were working either 0 h (OR 0.21, p < 0.001) or 
between 20 and 36 h per week (OR 0.54, p < 0.001) reported 
lower levels of economic well-being. However, a rather 
surprising finding was that mothers who worked between 
one and 19 h did not differ from mothers who worked more 
than 36 h per week in their assessments of their economic 
situations. Unsurprisingly, there was a positive association 
between the mothers’ monthly personal net income and their 
economic well-being, as mothers with an income between 
2000 euros and less than 3000 euros (OR 1.98, p < 0.01) or 
with an income of 3000 euros or more (OR 2.92, p < 0.01) 
had higher odds of reporting higher levels of economic 
well-being than mothers with an income of less than 1500 
euros per month. While there were no significant differences 
between mothers with one child and those with two chil-
dren, having more than two children significantly lowered 
the mothers’ odds of reporting high levels of economic well-
being (OR 0.52, p < 0.05). Moreover, mothers with a partner 
had higher odds of reporting higher levels of economic well-
being than mothers who were not in a relationship (OR 5.61, 
p < 0.001). Finally, when controlling for the mothers’ per-
ceptions of the fairness of the financial arrangement with 
the father of their child, the results showed that mothers 
who were having a fair financial arrangement with their ex-
partner had higher odds of reporting high levels of economic 
well-being than mothers who were having an unfair financial 
arrangement (OR 2.18, p < 0.001). The mothers’ ages, their 
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educational levels, the age of their youngest child, and the 
time since the separation were not significantly related to 
their economic well-being.

Discussion and Concluding Remarks

Discussion

Separation or divorce can have detrimental effects on moth-
ers’ economic well-being. In addition to the gender-specific 

Table 1   Descriptive sample statistics: percentages or means (standard deviation)

Family Models in Germany (FAMOD)

Sole physical custody 
families

Asymmetric joint physical 
custody families

Symmetric joint 
physical custody 
families

Dependent variable
 Mother’s economic well-being
  Very bad to partly bad 36.4 20.5 22.9
  Good 49.1 52.7 53.5
  Very good 14.5 26.8 23.6

Independent variable
 Physical custody arrangement 63.0 21.6 15.4

Covariates
 Mother’s age (20–58 years) 36.8 (0.3) 36.9 (0.4) 36.7 (0.5)
 Mother’s educational level
  Low educational level 17.8 12.7 7.0
  Medium educational level 44.2 46.8 36.9
  High educational level 38.0 40.5 56.1

 Mother’s weekly working hours
  0 h 11.9 5.1 7.0
  1–19 h 8.9 20.1 7.0
  20–36 h 51.0 48.9 38.2
  More than 36 h 28.2 25.9 47.8

 Mother’s monthly personal net income
  Less than 1500 euros 40.9 38.9 28.6
  1500 euros to less than 2000 euros 32.4 38.7 24.4
  2000 euros to less than 3000 euros 22.7 16.5 40.4
  3000 euros or more 4.0 5.9 6.6

 Mother’s number of children
 1 child 55.1 59.5 63.1
 2 children 35.4 32.7 31.8
  More than 2 children 9.5 7.8 5.1

 Age of the mother’s youngest child (0–14 years) 6.6 (0.1) 7.1 (0.2) 7.7 (0.3)
 Mother’s partnership status
  No partner 50.1 48.7 47.8
  Partner 49.9 51.3 52.2

 Time since the separation from the child’s father 
(0–15 years)

4.2 (0.1) 3.5 (0.2) 3.6 (0.2)

 Fairness of financial arrangement
  Unfair 48.9 23.0 36.1
  Fair 51.1 77.0 63.9

 n 641 220 157
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division of labor before separation and the associated nega-
tive implications for women’s labor market participation, 
research has shown that mothers’ post-separation living 
arrangements—and, in particular, the physical custody 
arrangement that the post-separation family practices—are 
central causes of the observed decline in mothers’ economic 
well-being after separation. Due to the increasing spread of 
joint physical custody that most Western societies have expe-
rienced in recent years, this new post-separation arrange-
ment has come to the attention of scholars; even though the 
potential implications that practicing joint physical custody 
may have for the economic well-being of mothers have been 
largely neglected by previous research. Thus, based on data 
from the Family Models in Germany (FAMOD) survey, this 
study investigated differences in the economic well-being of 
1018 residential mothers who practiced either sole physical 
custody, asymmetric joint physical custody, or symmetric 
joint physical custody.

The results of the estimated ordered logistic regression 
models showed that mothers with asymmetric and symmet-
ric joint physical custody were more likely to report higher 
levels of economic well-being than mothers with sole physi-
cal custody. When controlling for the mothers’ socio-demo-
graphic characteristics, the time since their separation from 
the father of their child, and their perceptions of the fairness 
of the financial arrangement concerning their child, the dif-
ferences between mothers with sole physical custody and 
symmetric joint physical custody disappeared. This finding 
is in line with the theoretical considerations discussed in this 
study, which assert that the economic advantages of mothers 
with joint physical custody can be explained by factors that 
include the mothers’ weekly working hours, their income, 
their current partnership, and the financial arrangement with 
their ex-partner. However, the results also showed that the 
relationship between asymmetric joint physical custody and 
mothers’ economic well-being remained significant, which 
indicates that there were other factors that accounted for the 
mothers’ positive assessments of their economic situations 
that were not considered in the theoretical part or in the 
statistical analysis of this study.

In light of these findings, it should be noted that this study 
cannot comment on whether practicing joint physical cus-
tody has a positive impact on mothers’ economic situations, 
or whether the positive relationship between joint physical 
custody and mothers’ economic well-being can be ascribed 
to selection processes among post-separation families. From 
a theoretical point of view, the potential relevance of positive 
selection into joint physical custody families on the part of 
the parents cannot be ruled out, especially as the prevalence 
of joint physical custody is still comparatively low in Ger-
many [with approximately 5% of all German post-separa-
tion families practicing this type of care arrangement after 
family dissolution (Walper et al., 2020)]. This suggests that 

Table 2   Ordered logistic regression models: the relationship between 
physical custody arrangements and mothers’ economic well-being in 
post-separation families (odds ratios)

Note.  Family Models in Germany (FAMOD); standard errors in 
parentheses
***p < 0.001, **p < 0.01, *p < 0.05

Model 1 Model 2

Physical custody arrangement
 Sole physical custody Ref. Ref.
 Asymmetric joint physical custody 2.20***

(0.33)
1.78***
(0.29)

 Symmetric joint physical custody 1.87***
(0.32)

1.24
(0.23)

Mother’s age 1.00
(0.01)

Mother’s educational level
 Low educational level Ref.
 Medium educational level 0.93

(0.18)
 High educational level 1.36

(0.28)
Mother’s weekly working hours
 0 h 0.21***

(0.06)
 1–19 h 0.93

(0.23)
 20–36 h 0.54***

(0.09)
 More than 36 h Ref.

Mother’s monthly personal net income
 Less than 1500 euros Ref.
 1500 euros to less than 2000 euros 1.25

(0.21)
 2000 euros to less than 3000 euros 1.98**

(0.40)
 3000 euros or more 2.92**

(0.98)
Mother’s number of children
 1 child Ref.
 2 children 1.00

(0.15)
 More than 2 children 0.52*

(0.14)
Age of the mother’s youngest child 1.00

(0.03)
Mother’s partnership status
 No partner Ref.
 Partner 5.61***

(0.85)
Time since the separation from the child’s father 0.96

(0.03)
Fairness of the financial arrangement
 Unfair Ref.
 Fair 2.18***

(0.31)
Pseudo R2 0.02 0.15
n 1018 1018
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selection processes may play at least some role in explaining 
the distribution of care arrangements among post-separation 
families. It also appears plausible to assume that mothers 
with a strong attachment to the labor market prior to separa-
tion profit the most from the economic advantages associ-
ated with living in a joint physical custody family, as their 
better starting position allows them to take full advantage 
of the positive features of practicing joint physical custody. 
While this consideration appears to contradict the findings 
of an earlier study by Bonnet et al. (2018), in which the 
authors showed that practicing joint physical custody was 
particularly beneficial to mothers who were far removed 
from the labor market, one needs to keep in mind that the 
societal context and the prevalence of joint physical custody 
in a given country may influence the relationship between 
mothers’ pre-separation attachment to paid employment, the 
physical custody type they practice, and their post-separation 
labor market participation.

Limitations

The present study has several strengths, including its use of 
information from a residential calendar, which made it pos-
sible to distinguish clearly not only between sole and joint 
physical custody arrangements, but also between asymmet-
ric and symmetric joint physical custody arrangements, and 
to include comparatively high numbers of families who were 
practicing the two types of joint physical custody, which dis-
tinguishes this analysis from other empirical studies on the 
topic of joint physical custody. Nevertheless, this study also 
has some limitations. The most important limitation is that 
the FAMOD survey was designed as a convenience sample, 
which means that the respondents were not sampled using 
a random sampling strategy. This approach was necessary 
given the low prevalence of joint physical custody in Ger-
many. However, as was mentioned above, Steinbach et al. 
(2020) were able to demonstrate that the anchor respondents 
in the FAMOD study were quite similar to the respondents in 
other surveys that are representative of the German popula-
tion of parents in terms of several socio-demographic char-
acteristics (e.g., health and age), which gives the findings 
of this study some validity. Another limitation is that this 
study was not able to separate the effect of the mothers’ 
personal income (e.g., in the form of the mothers’ wages) 
from the effect of the mothers’ potential child support pay-
ments on their economic well-being, as the FAMOD study 
did not differentiate between the two types of income. In 
addition, due to the low numbers of non-residential moth-
ers and residential fathers in the FAMOD sample, this study 
concentrated on the well-being of residential mothers in sole 
and joint physical custody families. This may seem reason-
able given that previous research has suggested that after 

family dissolution, mothers and their residential children 
suffer more economically than fathers. Nevertheless, it is of 
critical importance to also consider fathers’ economic well-
being, as a father may also experience economic hardship 
and a decline in his living standards in the aftermath of a 
separation, due to, for example, the obligation to pay child 
support and the need to find a new dwelling (Assave et al., 
2007). Practicing joint physical custody may even add to the 
negative effects of family dissolution on fathers’ economic 
well-being by requiring a non-residential father to maintain 
a home that is big enough to accommodate his children for 
substantial amounts of time. Thus, future studies on joint 
physical custody should investigate what effects this new 
physical custody arrangement has on the post-separation 
economic situations of both mothers and fathers.

Conclusions and Implications

Taken together, the findings of this study have some impli-
cations for policy makers and legal practitioners. Mothers 
in both symmetric and asymmetric joint physical custody 
families were shown to fare better in terms of economic 
well-being than mothers in sole physical custody families. 
Thus, the results of the statistical analysis seem to suggest 
that practicing joint physical custody—and in particu-
lar asymmetric joint physical custody—benefits mothers’ 
post-separation economic situation. However, as this study 
was not able to determine the role that selection processes 
among parents play for the association between physical 
custody arrangements and mothers’ economic well-being, 
conclusions with respect to the legal praxis have to be drawn 
carefully. The results of the ordered logistic regression mod-
els have also shown that factors like the mothers’ weekly 
working hours and their personal net income were posi-
tively related to their levels of economic well-being. These 
findings highlight the need for policies aimed at promoting 
mothers’ labor market participation; not only after separation 
or divorce, but also prior to family dissolution in order to put 
them in a more advantageous post-separation position. One 
way in which this may be achieved is by expanding afford-
able and high-quality public childcare. Moreover, previous 
research has shown that fathers’ pre-separation engagement 
in childcare is positively related to their post-separation 
engagement (Haux & Platt, 2020; Haux et al., 2015; Poort-
man & van Gaalen, 2017). Based on the assumption that 
practicing joint physical custody can enhance mothers’ 
job market opportunities, encouraging fathers to get more 
strongly involved in childrearing responsibilities before 
family dissolution may be another way in which policies 
can increase mothers’ post-separation economic well-being. 
Finally, the results of the statistical analysis give rise to the 
assumption that professional mediation and counseling 
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services may benefit mothers’ economic well-being by help-
ing separating parents to find a financial arrangement that is 
fair to both parents—given that the fairness of the financial 
arrangement with the father of their child was shown to be 
an important predictor of mothers’ economic well-being 
after family dissolution.

However, this study has also raised new questions with 
respect to parents’ well-being in joint physical custody 
arrangements. Most importantly, this study could not fully 
explain the differences in levels of economic well-being 
between mothers in asymmetric joint physical custody 
families and mothers in sole physical custody families that 
remained even after all covariates were included in the 
regression models. Therefore, future research should inves-
tigate what factors account for the higher levels of economic 
well-being of mothers with asymmetric joint physical cus-
tody—particularly as the theoretical considerations on the 
topic of joint physical custody seem to suggest that mothers 
with symmetric joint physical custody should have a greater 
economic advantage. One explanation for the higher levels 
of economic well-being in mothers with asymmetric joint 
physical custody may be related to living expenses in dif-
ferent joint physical custody arrangements. Practicing sym-
metric joint physical custody may be associated with higher 
costs than practicing asymmetric joint physical custody. In 
a symmetric joint physical custody arrangement, children 
divide their time equally between the two parents, which 
makes it more likely that the parents have to spend more 
money on, for example, two residences that are big enough 
to accommodate the children and two sets of clothes and 
toys for the children. Because children living in asymmetric 
joint physical custody families spend considerably less time 
with their non-residential parent (in some cases, not more 
than 30% of the time), their living expenses may be lower, 
which should benefit mothers’ economic well-being—not 
just directly, but also indirectly through, for example, the 
greater amount of money that fathers are able to spend on 
their children. Additionally, given that the institutional con-
text of a country shapes the economic consequences of sepa-
ration by, for example, setting the framework conditions for 
women’s labor market participation and by providing legal 
regulations regarding women’s rights and financial support 
(Andreß et al., 2006; de Vaus et al., 2015), international 
studies are needed to test whether the findings of this study 
on the effects of asymmetric and symmetric joint physical 
custody can be replicated with data from other countries; 
and thus to shed light on the question of whether these find-
ings are unique for the German context, or whether they 
apply to other countries as well.
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