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Joint Custody
	Jane, a junior in high school, and her brother Kyle, a freshman, sat down to dinner at the kitchen table one night just like every other Sunday they could remember. They ate with their parents while they discussed upcoming events of the week, what was new at school, and how they thought the soccer tryouts would go. Everything seemed business as usual until after the dishes were cleared and Jane’s and Kyle’s parents called them back to the table to have a talk. Jane and Kyle were told that their parents were getting divorced. Every-day life from that day forth would be different for them in terms of who they were to live with and how often they would see each parent. Their parents knew this change and transition would be difficult and wanted to do whatever they could to minimize the stress or anxiety it would cause their kids. A key decision lay ahead of them: what kind of custody arrangement to choose for Jane and Kyle? What type of custody arrangement is best for kids is being debated all over the country. Specifically, parents are contemplating the advantages and disadvantages of shared physical custody. Shared custody allows for kids to sustain close relationships with both parents and for greater communication between the parents, but can also cause children anxiety because of switching back and forth between parents and not having a stable home.
	There are a couple different arrangements they could choose for their kids. The most common are sole physical custody and joint physical custody. Physical custody means that a parent has the right to live with and spend a significant amount of time with the kid. Sole physical custody means that one parent alone has physical custody of the child. Joint physical custody, also called shared custody, is when both parents are given physical custody of the child. This involves both parents having a key role in decision-making for the child as well as playing a major role in his or her life (“Shared Custody”). How much time the child spends with each parent is decided differently in each joint custody arrangement. For example, if this method was chosen for Jane and Kyle, they could spend week days with one parent and weekends and holidays with another or alternate between the two parents every week, two weeks, or month. This situation works best when the parents live relatively close to one another. The ultimate resolution is determined by the courts and often a professional mediator is assigned to help choose the arrangement that best suits the situation.
Jane’s and Kyle’s parents specifically looked into the advantages and drawbacks of the joint physical custody arrangement. While researching the details of this plan, their main goal was to find a solution that would help smooth out the adjustment period and be overall in the best interest of Jane and Kyle. Awarded in 20% of all child custody cases, it seemed to be the arrangement that most closely resembled their pre-divorce family (“Custody for Fathers”).
One advantage of joint custody for children of divorced parents is that the child is able to maintain close relationships with both parents. Though traditionally mothers have been considered the primary care taker, recent studies have shown the significance of a father’s role in a child’s life. In “Benefits of Joint Custody”, an article from the Victoria Times-Colonist was cited, stating that “Father-deprivation is a serious form of child abuse that is institutionalized and entrenched within our legal system…Research proves that children thrive with the active and meaningful participation of both biological parents, and is true even for post-divorce families,”. Clearly, fathers play an important part in child rearing. Risky and dangerous behavior in children has often been found to be linked to the absence of a father. The U.S. Department of Health and Human Services Survey concluded that “Fatherless children are at a dramatically greater risk of drug and alcohol abuse, mental illness, suicide, poor educational performance, teen pregnancy, and criminality,” Joint custody allows the father-child relationship to continue and develop, therefore decreasing the risk of these possible effects. 
A study by Judith Seltzer, a professor at the University of Wisconsin- Madison supports these findings. She analyzed data from the National Survey of Families and Households which has information from over 13,000 families and concluded that there are many advantages to joint custody concerning involvement of the father. The results showed that “fathers with joint legal custody see their children more frequently, have more overnight visits, and pay more child support than fathers in families in which the mothers have sole legal custody,” (“Benefits of…”). This type of active involvement in children’s’ lives is key. The contact is crucial to their development and makes it easier for them to adjust to the new circumstances.
Research has also shown that children adjust best to post-divorce circumstances when the situation closely resembles the structure of the intact family. This means that it is in the best interest of children for the post-divorce arrangement to include being able to see both parents on a regular basis and have a good amount of contact with each. In Seltzer’s study, she established that “…joint legal custody may, as advocates claim, make the lives of children after divorce more similar to their lives before divorce or to the lives of their peers in two-parent households,” (“Benefits of…”). This type of situation would be most natural for kids and help them acclimate most easily to all the changes around them. Instead of a jarring contrast to the life they were previously living, more consistent contact with both parents allows for a much smoother transition.
Joint custody also encourages a more amicable relationship between divorced parents. Regular contact between the mother and the father often helps foster good communication. Of course this isn’t always easy and takes time, as Tammy Daughtry points out in her book, Co-Parenting Works! Helping Your Children Thrive After Divorce. She said, “The end of year one [of divorce] is the hardest but by the end of the second year, most research shows parents can come back to a stable place, possibly more stable than before the divorce,” (“The answer to…”). This more positive relationship has an influential impact on the children and makes it easier for them to adjust to the post-divorce family. Marlin S. Potash, Ph.D, supported this with information from his psychological study when he said that “By presuming joint custody…parties are impelled to attend to the child’s needs, thereby encouraging mature behavior and discouraging divisive, childish conflict,” (“Benefits of…”). This communication helps the parents conduct themselves more sensibly and responsibly and the kids fare better overall; it also allows for greater cooperation with all issues surrounding the divorce. The results from Seltzer’s study showed that many joint custody arrangements lead to “much better compliance in financial child support and greater parental involvement” (“Benefits of…”).
While there are clearly many solid advantages to the shared custody option, the negative aspects of the situation must also be acknowledged. In many situations, children have a much stronger relationship with one parent than the other and in these cases, constant and increased contact would not benefit the children at all. Though fathers have proven to play a significant role in children’s lives, it has also been shown that mothers, on average, spend considerably more time with them and “maintain the infrastructure of children’s lives” (Weissbourd). Eleanor Bailey supports this statement when she commented that “There is always one main caregiver, usually the mother,” So in situations where a child is not as emotionally close to his or her father, a sole custody arrangement with his or her mother would most likely be best. Sometimes it is easier for the child to live with the one primary caretaker.
A theory called the Balance Theory lends support to this argument as well. It says that the additive relationships with both parents is not nearly as significant as each individual one, meaning it is not always best for a child to be close with both parents, but for that child to have a strong relationship with one. This is especially relevant in the situations where the parents are not on good terms with each other, which is common in many circumstances according to a source quoted in the article “Parents’ Discord…”. Struggling to attain close relationships with both parents after divorce can put a negative strain on a child. When the parents’ relationship is hostile, “…offspring are likely to experience a psychological dilemma” (Amato and Sobolewski). This is because trying to be loyal to one parent would lead to being disloyal to the other. So in the situations where the parents’ relationship is negative or tense, it could be less emotionally stressful to the child to take a side or live with sole custody “instead of attempting to remain neutral” (Amato and Sobolewski). 
Furthermore, mothers are awarded full custody in about 90% of divorce cases (Weissbourd). Because of this reality, it is often difficult for children to maintain “deep and mutually-satisfying bonds” with their fathers (Amato and Sobolewski). Fathers can become more like visitors and therefore the connection can become more superficial. This of course does not apply to every single situation, but because of how high the percentage is of cases in which the mother is awarded full custody, it is relevant and worth considering.
Another negative aspect of shared custody is the constant chaos of switching back and forth between the parents’ households. Depending on the arrangement, kids have to move between each household every couple days or weeks, which could potentially have harmful effects. For example, the article “Joint Physical Custody Creates Problems…” mentions a 14-year-old girl under these circumstances who commented, “If you’re constantly moving you feel a bit lonely”. The same article referenced a boy named Toby whose teacher noticed that he was “suffering from anxiety and found concentration difficult” shortly after the arrangement of shared custody began. Indeed, Wendy Allen, a psychotherapist in Santa Barbara, California, stated that “The youngest children need one main home base” (Gardner). The stability of being able to have one place kids can call home is important to the adjustment and period and overall development. This arrangement is often chosen when parents think of how they don’t want to lose contact with their children, rather than what is necessarily best for them.
In addition, there are logistical components of this arrangement that create problems. One, for instance, is the expense of maintaining two households. Especially in this economy, this financial difficulty imposes limitations on the types of living arrangements available to choose from. Second, this method tends to lead to forced contact between often times resistant parents. As Jane Robey, the chief executive of the Family Mediation Service affirms, “Living a complicated pass-the-parcel life can only work for a child if both parents are cooperating and making the process smooth and simple- and this is unlikely when a couple is in the throes of breaking up,” (“Joint Custody Creates Problems…). This shows that hostile parental relationships are a relevant problem and they can absolutely affect the children. Next, kids often forget things, like school papers or sports gear, at one household when they are needed at the other. This can cause added stress and frustration. Lastly, being equally part of both parents’ units subjects children to two different parenting styles that have a considerable chance of conflicting with each other. The constant switch from one set of rules to another creates confusion and tension for the kids and makes it harder for each of the parents as well. This conflict in day to day life has a big impact on everyone involved.
Overall, the arrangement of shared custody of children of divorce has numerous benefits and drawbacks. It makes it easier for children to maintain close relationships with both parents and for parents to improve communication amongst each other. However it can also bring children anxiety because of switching back and forth between parents and not having one stable home, as well as present logistical difficulties. In my opinion, it has become too general and broad a solution to a specific issue that should be analyzed on a case-by-case basis. Each family’s situation is unique and while this method can be used as a model, I think each case should adjust it to fit the needs of the individual kids and parents. Different factors effect different people and can have significant influences on how children should live post-divorce. Reason for divorce, location of parents, financial status, and age are all lurking variables that need to be taken into account in order to decide on a successful and effective arrangement. For this reason, each family should discuss and come to a specific solution that works for them- one that may or may not follow the outline of joint custody.
In recent times, because of the high divorce rate (about one fourth of adults between the ages of 18 and 44 come from divorced households), a variety of new arrangements have become more popular (Tudor). For example, a trend emerged not too long ago called “nesting” in which the children consistently live in one home and the parents switch off living there with them and at a separate place. A time period is set for how long each parent stays at the house and how often they switch. So far it seems to have less of a negative effect on kids because it provides slightly more stability for them (Luscombe). Of course agreeing to this method also depends on each unique situation because there are issues that could cause conflicts, such as how parents will come to terms on certain rules and how to run the household in general. It also presents the concern of whether they will have one place that they share when not at the house or separate places. This is when the financial status of the family would affect the situation. Details like this create arrangements that differ in each case.
All in all, any option may be best for any family; it depends on the given situation. In the future, more innovative and effective arrangements may surface and become more popular that accommodate everyone involved. Ideally, it would be nice to hope that the divorce rate will go down in the future, but it is more sensible to brainstorm new methods that are best to cope with the effects of this reality.
