
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Shared Care Parenting Arrangements 

since the 2006 Family Law Reforms 
 

 

 

 

 

Report for: 

Australian Government, Attorney-Generalôs Department 

Social Policy Research Centre 

University of New South Wales 

May 2010 

 

 



 

 

© Commonwealth of Australia 2010 

This work is copyright. Apart from any use as permitted under the Copyright Act 1968, 

no part may be reproduced by any process without prior written permission from the 

Commonwealth. The information presented and opinions expressed herein are those of 

the authors and do not necessarily represent the views of the Australian Attorney-

Generalôs Department. Requests and inquiries concerning reproduction and rights should 

be addressed to the Commonwealth Copyright Administration, Attorney-Generalôs 

Department, 3ï5 National Circuit, Barton ACT 2600 or posted at 

<http://www.ag.gov.au/cca>.  

ISBN 978-1-921725-19-7 

Suggested Citation 

Cashmore, J., Parkinson, P., Weston, R., Patulny, R., Redmond, G., Qu, L., Baxter, J. 

Rajkovic, M. Sitek, T. and Katz, I. (2010), Shared Care Parenting Arrangements since 

the 2006 Family Law Reforms: Report to the Australian Government Attorney-Generalôs 

Department Sydney; Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South Wales. 

 

 



 

 

Research team 

Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South Wales 

Chief Investigator. Professor Ilan Katz, Director 

Marie Delaney 

Dr Tony Eardley 

Dr Roger Patulny, Research Fellow 

Gerry Redmond, Senior Research Fellow 

Marianne Rajkovic, Research Officer   

Tomasz Sitek, Research Officer 

University of Sydney 

Associate Professor Judy Cashmore  

Professor Patrick Parkinson 

Judi Single 

Australian Institute of Family Studies 

Dr Jennifer Baxter 

Lixia Qu 

Ruth Weston 

 

Contact for follow up 

Professor Ilan Katz, Social Policy Research Centre, University of New South Wales, Sydney 

NSW 2052, Ph: (02) 9385 7800,  ilan.katz@unsw.edu.au 

 

mailto:ilan.katz@unsw.edu.au


 

 

 

 

 



 

i 

Table of Contents 

List of Tables ................................................................................................................ iii  

List of Figures ................................................................................................................ v 

Glossary vii  

Executive summary ...................................................................................................... ix 

1 Introduction  ......................................................................................................... 1 
1.1 Background ............................................................................................................. 1 
1.2 The 2006 amendments ............................................................................................. 2 
1.3 Shared care: international trends ............................................................................. 4 
1.4 Controversies about shared parenting ..................................................................... 5 

Imposed shared care ............................................................................................................ 6 
Safety concerns in shared care cases ................................................................................... 7 
Shared care with young children ......................................................................................... 7 
The imposition of shared care arrangements on children .................................................... 8 

1.5 Durability of shared care arrangements ................................................................... 9 
1.6 Research questions on shared care arrangements .................................................. 10 

2 Methodology ....................................................................................................... 13 
2.1 Existing datasets .................................................................................................... 13 
2.2 Parent Survey ........................................................................................................ 13 

Sampling ........................................................................................................................... 13 
Content .............................................................................................................................. 14 
Survey Response ............................................................................................................... 15 

2.3 Survey of children and young people .................................................................... 15 
2.4 Interviews with parents and children ..................................................................... 16 
2.5 National Childrenôs and Youth Law Centre mail .................................................. 16 

3 Analysis of HILDA, LSAC and ABS Data on shared care ............................ 17 
3.1 The incidence of shared care ................................................................................. 17 
3.2 Characteristics of parents in shared care and other care arrangements ................. 19 
3.3 The inter-parental relationship and shared care ..................................................... 32 
3.4 Transitions into and out of shared care .................................................................. 37 
3.5 How contact arrangements were developed .......................................................... 40 
3.6 Parentsô views about their care arrangements ....................................................... 41 
3.7 Childrenôs care arrangements and developmental progress .................................. 45 
3.8 Summary ............................................................................................................... 52 

4 Analysis of the Parentsô Survey........................................................................ 55 
4.1 Overall sample characteristics and demographics ................................................. 55 
4.2 Parenting arrangements ......................................................................................... 57 
4.3 Perceived practical difficulties with the arrangements .......................................... 64 

Problems associated with distance between parentsô homes ............................................. 64 
Problems for children leaving things at other home .......................................................... 69 

4.4 Aspects of the parental relationship ...................................................................... 75 
Conflict and cooperation over money and child-rearing ................................................... 76 
Differences in parenting style ........................................................................................... 78 
Concerns for childrenôs safety........................................................................................... 79 
Concerns about violence ................................................................................................... 82 

4.5 Perceived child outcomes and parental satisfaction .............................................. 83 
4.6 How well does the current arrangement work for the child?................................. 84 
4.7 How happy are children with the arrangement? .................................................... 90 
4.8 How satisfied are parents with the arrangements? ................................................ 94 
4.9 Parentsô comments about shared care and other arrangements ............................. 97 

Time with both parents ...................................................................................................... 97 
Variety and getting a break ............................................................................................... 99 
Separation and change-overs ........................................................................................... 100 



 

ii  

4.10 Having a say ....................................................................................................... 101 
4.11 Overall satisfaction with shared care arrangements and others .......................... 103 
4.12 Understanding and views of the law on shared parenting .................................. 106 
4.13 Summary ............................................................................................................ 108 

5 Childrenôs views and experiences .................................................................. 111 
5.1 Participants: children and young people .............................................................. 111 
5.2 Childrenôs perceptions of who does what? .......................................................... 114 
5.3 How close do children feel to their parents? ....................................................... 115 
5.4 Childrenôs reactions to their parenting arrangements .......................................... 116 
5.5 Childrenôs views about time with their parents ................................................... 117 
5.6 Children wanting equal time arrangements ......................................................... 118 
5.7 Children wanting less time with one parent ........................................................ 119 
5.8 Time as a marker of love and the quality of relationships ................................... 121 
5.9 Yearning for parents to get back together ........................................................... 122 
5.10 Step-parents and step-siblings ............................................................................ 123 
5.11 Having a say, respect and recognition ................................................................ 124 
5.12 Practical issues ................................................................................................... 127 
5.13 Leaving things behind ........................................................................................ 128 
5.14 One stable place to live....................................................................................... 131 
5.15 Parental conflict .................................................................................................. 132 
5.16 Advice to other children and how to make shared care work............................. 134 
5.17 Summary and Conclusions ................................................................................. 136 

6 Discussion and Conclusions ............................................................................ 139 
6.1 The prevalence of shared care ............................................................................. 139 
6.2 The duration of shared care ................................................................................. 139 
6.3 How shared care arrangements were made ......................................................... 140 
6.4 Characteristics of shared care families ................................................................ 140 
6.5 The wellbeing of children in shared care ............................................................ 141 
6.6 Does shared care benefit children? ...................................................................... 143 
6.7 The benefits to children from parental satisfaction ............................................. 145 
6.8 What factors most benefit children after separation? .......................................... 145 
6.9 Conclusions ......................................................................................................... 145 

Appendix A: Additional LSAC -based analysis ...................................................... 147 

References .................................................................................................................. 155 

 



 

iii  

List of Tables 

Table 2.1:  Parents Survey Sample, by source, solicitors and CSA .......................... 15 

Table 3.1:  Children aged under 18 years who had a natural parent living 

elsewhere: Percentage in shared care by children's age, 1997, 2003 

and 2006-07 ............................................................................................. 18 

Table 3.2:  Classification of care groups ................................................................... 20 

Table 3.3:  Care groups across surveys ..................................................................... 21 

Table 3.4:  Separated mothers: Demographic characteristics by care group, 

2003 (CFC W1) ....................................................................................... 23 

Table 3.5:  Separated fathers: Demographic characteristics by care group, 2003 

(CFC W1) ................................................................................................ 24 

Table 3.6:  Separated mothers: Demographic characteristics by care group, 

2007 (HILDA W7) .................................................................................. 25 

Table 3.7:  Separated Fathers: Demographic characteristics by care group, 

2007 (HILDA W7) .................................................................................. 25 

Table 3.8:  Separated mothers: Demographic characteristics by care group, 

2004 (LSAC W1) .................................................................................... 26 

Table 3.9:  Separated mothers: Socio-economic characteristics by care group, 

2003 (CFC W1) ....................................................................................... 28 

Table 3.10:  Separated fathers: Socio-economic characteristics by care group, 

2003 (CFC W1) ....................................................................................... 29 

Table 3.11:  Socio-economic characteristics of separated mothers by care group, 

2003 (HILDA W7) .................................................................................. 30 

Table 3.12:  Socio-economic characteristics of separated fathers by care group, 

2003 (HILDA W7) .................................................................................. 31 

Table 3.13:  Separated mothers: Socio-economic characteristics by care group, 

LSAC ....................................................................................................... 32 

Table 3.14:  The nature of the inter-parental relationship by care group, LSAC ........ 35 

Table 3.15:  Contributions made by childôs other parent by care group, LSAC ......... 36 

Table 3.16:  Father and mother reports of child care payments by childôs father, 

by care group, HILDA Wave 7 ............................................................... 37 

Table 3.17  Changes in care arrangements of children in two years between age 

4-5 years and age 6-7 years ..................................................................... 39 

Table 3.18:  Increases and decreases in care by time since separation, LSAC 

Wave 2 ..................................................................................................... 40 

Table 3.19:  The main ways that contact arrangements were developed for study 

child, separated fathers and mothers, 2003 (CFC W1) ........................... 41 

Table 3.20:  Multivariate analysis of SDQ Total Difficulties at age 6-7 years, 

children with a parent living elsewhere (LSAC Wave 2, 2006) .............. 48 

Table 3.21:  Multivariate analysis of PPVT at age 6-7 years ...................................... 50 



 

iv 

Table 3.22:  Summary of multivariate analysis of childrenôs outcomes by care 

group, children age 6-7 years (LSAC Wave 2, 2006) ............................. 51 

Table 4.1:  Basic Demographic characteristics of sample ......................................... 56 

Table 4.2:  Parentsô former and current relationships ................................................ 57 

Table 4.3:  Mean age of the children (years) for mothers and fathers ....................... 57 

 



 

v 

List of Figures 

Figure 3.1:  Proportion of non-resident fathers and resident mothers who 

reported the arrangement as ñvery flexibleò or ñfairly flexibleò by 

care arrangements .................................................................................... 42 

Figure 3.2:  Percentage reporting current parenting arrangements worked 

ñreally wellò or òfairly wellò for each party, by care arrangement of 

study child ............................................................................................... 44 

Figure 3.3:  Socio-emotional difficulties at age 6-7 years children with a parent 

living elsewhere (LSAC Wave 2, 2006) .................................................. 47 

Figure 3.4:  PPVT by care group at age 6-7 years ...................................................... 49 

Figure 4.1:  Frequency of care arrangements (%) ....................................................... 58 

Figure 4.2:  Percentage of time with mother by parent gender ................................... 59 

Figure 4.3:  Frequency of living arrangements using 35-65% shared care (AIFS 

categories) ................................................................................................ 59 

Figure 4.4:  Care arrangement (AIFS Categories) by parent gender .......................... 60 

Figure 4.5a:  Education by care arrangement, father respondents ................................ 61 

Figure 4.6:  Location by care arrangement ................................................................. 62 

Figure 4.7:  Distance between parents by care arrangement ....................................... 62 

Figure 4.8:  Time since separation by care arrangement ............................................ 63 

Figure 4.9:  Means of resolution of care arrangements by parent ............................... 64 

Figure 4.10:  Problems for children getting between parentsô homes by care 

arrangement ............................................................................................. 65 

Figure 4.11:  Problems for children getting to and from school by care 

arrangement ............................................................................................. 68 

Figure 4.12:  Problems for children leaving things at other home (eg. clothes, 

toys, school or sporting gear) by care arrangement ................................. 69 

Figure 4.13:  Problems for children not having one place to call home by care 

arrangement: ............................................................................................ 73 

Figure 4.14:  Mean scores on conflict over child-rearing, by care arrangement by 

gender of parent ....................................................................................... 76 

Figure 4.15:  Mean scores on conflict over money, by care arrangement by 

gender of parent ....................................................................................... 77 

Figure 4.16:  Mean scores on conflict index, by care arrangement by gender of 

parent ....................................................................................................... 78 

Figure 4.17:  Concerns about childrenôs safety by care arrangement ........................... 79 

Figure 4.18:  Safety concerns for children by means of resolution .............................. 81 

Figure 4.19:  Percentage of parents reporting concerns about violence against 

them by care arrangement: ...................................................................... 82 



 

vi 

Figure 4.20:  How well current arrangements work for children by care 

arrangement ............................................................................................. 85 

Figure 4.21:  Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting care arrangements 

working badly by level of safety concerns for children .......................... 87 

Figure 4.22:  Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting care arrangements 

working badly for children by concerns about violence.......................... 88 

Figure 4.23:  Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting care arrangements 

working badly for children by conflict .................................................... 89 

Figure 4.24:  Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting care arrangement 

working badly for children by means of resolution ................................. 90 

Figure 4.25:  Childrenôs happiness with current arrangement ...................................... 91 

Figure 4.26:  Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting children are unhappy 

by safety concerns for children ................................................................ 92 

Figure 4.27:  Proportion of mothers and fathers saying children are unhappy by 

conflict ..................................................................................................... 93 

Figure 4.28:  Proportion of mothers and fathers saying children are unhappy by 

means of resolution .................................................................................. 93 

Figure 4.29:  Parental satisfaction with current care arrangement ................................ 94 

Figure 4.30:  Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting dissatisfaction by level 

of conflict ................................................................................................. 96 

Figure 4.31:  Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting dissatisfaction by 

means of resolution .................................................................................. 96 

Figure 5.1:  Age of children at time of survey .......................................................... 111 

Figure 5.2:  Reported living arrangements for children ............................................ 112 

Figure 5.3:  How close children feel to their mother and father by living 

arrangements .......................................................................................... 116 

Figure 5.4:  Childrenôs reported happiness with their living arrangements .............. 117 

Figure 5.5:  Childrenôs reported happiness by how much say they have .................. 125 

Figure 5.6:  Problem with leaving things at home by happiness with 

arrangement ........................................................................................... 129 

 

 



 

vii  

Glossary 

ABS  Australian Bureau of Statistics 

AIFS  Australian Institute of Family Studies 

CFC  Caring for Children After Parental Separation 

CSA  Child Support Agency 

FCTS  Family Characteristics and Transitions Survey 2006-07 

HILDA  Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia  

LSAC  Longitudinal Study of Australian Children 

LSSF  Longitudinal Study of Separated Parents 

SPRC  Social Policy Research Centre 



 

 



 

ix 

Executive summary 

The Social Policy Research Centre (SPRC) has been commissioned by the Attorney 

Generalôs Department to undertake research on the implications of the changes to the 2006 

Family Law Reforms on Shared Care Parenting, and the circumstances under which shared 

care arrangements work, and do not work, in the best interests of the child. This research has 

been undertaken in consortium with the Australian Institute of Family Studies (AIFS), and 

the University of Sydney Law School, and led by the SPRC.  

Sources of information 

The study was conducted using a range of different datasets, surveys and interviews. The 

findings presented in this report come from the following sources: 

¶ Growing up in Australia: the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC).  

¶ The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey.  

¶ The Caring for Children After Parental Separation study (CFC) (2003).  

¶ The ABS Family Characteristics Surveys (FCS) (1997 and 2003), and the Family 

Characteristics and Transitions Survey 2006-07 (FCTS), with some additional 

information as supplied from the Australian Bureau of Statistics and the Australian 

Institute of Family Studies.   

¶ A survey of more than 1000 parents, which included both parents who had shared care 

arrangements and those who did not. These parents were recruited by various means 

including mailouts to a stratified-random sample of CSA clients, and a sample of 

parents recruited via solicitors, legal aid centres and other family support centres.  

¶ A survey of 136 children, conducted online.  

¶ Interviews with parents. 

¶ Case studies of children. 

¶ Data from emails sent to the National Childrenôs and Youth Law Centre by children 

who had questions or concerns about parenting arrangements. 

Each dataset had strengths and limitations. In some, the sample sizes were small, or gave 

information about the circumstances of young children only. While no one dataset provides a 

complete picture, and the findings from each needs to be interpreted with an awareness of its 

limitations, together, they provide a quite comprehensive and well-rounded picture of the 

experience of shared care in Australia in comparison to other kinds of parenting 

arrangements. They also provide some indications of how that experience may have changed 

since the 2006 reforms to the Family Law Act 1975.  

Findings 

The prevalence of shared care 

Shared care arrangements remain unusual in Australia. Nearly 8% of parents who do not live 

together have a shared care arrangement involving 35% or more nights with each parent, with 

just over half of these (4%) having an equal time arrangement. As many as a quarter of 
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recently separated parents may try shared care for a period of time. However it is very 

uncommon for there to be a shared care arrangement if the parents have never lived together. 

There has been a steady increase in the proportion of parents who have a shared care 

arrangement since the late 1990s, and this is consistent with the experience of other countries. 

Shared care is more likely to be adopted, at least for a period of time, by parents who have 

quite recently separated, and this is one reason why the incidence of shared care among those 

who separated since 2006 may be greater than for the population as a whole.  

For a substantial proportion of the population of parents who live apart, shared care is not an 

option because they live too far apart to make it work. Shared care necessitates that parents 

are in reasonable proximity to each other at least once a child starts school, since the child 

needs to be able to travel to school from each parentôs house. The choice of care 

arrangements is thus highly dependent on parentsô circumstances. 

The duration of shared care 

Many shared care arrangements do not last. Over time, the pattern of care often reverts to the 

more common situation of primary care by one parent, usually the mother. While shared care 

arrangements may not be as likely to last as long as other patterns of care, equal time 

arrangements appear to be more stable than unequal shared care arrangements.  

It is not surprising that some families try shared care soon after separation but change to 

another care arrangement in the course of time. In the aftermath of separation, parents may 

well live in reasonable proximity to one another. However, if the family home has to be sold, 

or it is not possible for the parents to afford two homes in the area where once they had only 

one, one or both parents will have to move to an area where housing is cheaper. Such 

economic factors are one reason why a shared care arrangement may not last. Repartnering 

and other life changes are other reasons why some form of shared care, which was practicable 

in the immediate aftermath of separation, ceases to be so as time goes on.  

How shared care arrangements were made 

The great majority of shared care or near shared care arrangements are made without the 

intervention of the courts and adjustments appear to be made through negotiation between the 

parents. Parents with shared arrangements or where the children were mostly with their 

mother were less likely to have come to those agreements via litigation than those in other 

arrangements. 

Characteristics of shared care families 

Shared care is slightly more common among children of primary-school or early teen ages 

than among children of younger or older ages.   

Parents in shared or near shared care have different demographic and socio-economic 

characteristics from parents in other post-separation care arrangements. Children in shared or 

near shared care are more likely to have parents with higher levels of education and higher 

incomes than children in other types of arrangements. 

Fathers in shared care arrangements are more likely than fathers in other care arrangements to 

provide additional, in-kind child support such as buying clothes and toys, or helping out with 

child-care, preschool or school expenses in addition to the formal child support payments. 
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Fathers in shared care arrangements are more likely than fathers in other care arrangements to 

help the mother out in other ways such as looking after the children if the mother is called in 

to work or has an appointment she needs to attend. 

A great majority of both fathers and mothers with shared care or near shared care 

arrangements reported that they were flexible. Fathers in shared care arrangements reported a 

greater level of flexibility than those who were not in shared care arrangements. 

According to childrenôs accounts of shared care, mothers are more likely than fathers to 

organise and take them to medical or dental appointments and to buy their clothes, or for 

these responsibilities to be shared reasonably equally. If they were sick, and a parent needed 

to stay home to look after them, it was usually the parent with whom they were staying at the 

time who did so. This was also the case in relation to taking the child to extracurricular 

activities such as sports.   

The wellbeing of children in shared care 

The research indicated many positive aspects of shared care or near-shared care for childrenôs 

wellbeing. Compared to those with other care arrangements, the shared-care families tended 

to have higher levels of cooperation between the parents and more joint decision-making. 

However, in a significant proportion of these families, disharmony in relationships and 

parenting was apparent. Sharing the parenting time makes it more likely that parents will 

share decision-making, but it does not guarantee this.  

The Parentsô Survey showed that compared to other forms of care, parents in shared care 

have lower levels of conflict. The only significant differences, however, were for fathers who 

reported less conflict when they had shared care arrangements than when their children spent 

more time with their mother (ómostly motherô and 100% with motherô). There were no 

significant differences for mothers.  

There was less likely to be a history of violence among the group who had equal time 

arrangements than any other group. Parents in shared care in this research also had fewer 

safety concerns than in other patterns of care.  

Violence, conflict and concerns about the safety of the children were highly correlated with 

one another, in terms of reported effects on the wellbeing of children. Mothers of children in 

shared care arrangements who reported safety concerns were not significantly more negative 

than mothers with the children mostly in their care (66-99% of the time) except where they 

held serious concerns about the safety of the children. The pattern is similar for mothersô 

reports of conflict. The proportion of mothers who reported that shared care arrangements 

were working badly was not significantly different from mothers with ñmostly motherò 

arrangements where there was low or even medium levels of conflict. However, the picture is 

quite different, when they report high levels of conflict. Thus where mothers have serious 

concerns about the safety of their children or there is high conflict, they are more likely to 

report negative outcomes for children than when the children are in primarily their own care.  

Mothers who had concerns about the safety of the children or who reported high conflict 

were more likely to report negative outcomes than those mothers who had concerns about 

their own safety. However, where mothers held some concerns about their own safety (but 

did not report serious concerns), those in shared care arrangements were twice as likely to 

report negatively compared with those where the children were with them most of the time. 
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Where mothers held serious levels of concern for their own safety, there was little difference 

between mothers in shared care and when the children lived primarily with them. 

Parents in shared or near shared care arrangements in general held favourable views about 

their arrangements, with the great majority indicating that their arrangements worked for 

father, mother and children. These patterns were apparent for both fathers and mothers. 

Living closer together, and close to school was a positive aspect of the arrangements, and one 

that a number of parents put some effort into, trying to stay within the same suburb if 

possible. However, not all those parents or children who were in shared care arrangements 

were happy with it. About 10% of fathers and mothers in shared or near shared care 

considered their arrangements did not work for their children. 

Many children who were in shared care arrangements reported positive benefits from shared 

care. Indeed, a number of the children who were not in shared care wanted more time with 

their non-resident parent (mainly fathers) and some specifically wanted a shared care 

arrangement. However, just as there were some children who would have liked to be in an 

equal time arrangement, so there were children who were in such arrangements who wanted 

to live primarily with one parent. 

Children in shared care indicated that they felt closer to their mother than to their father, but 

they were no less close to their mothers than children living with their mothers most of the 

time. They reported that the main benefit of shared care was maintaining a relationship with 

both parents. Having equal time was also seen to be fair. Having some respite from one 

parent in the move to the other was also a perceived benefit for some children. The costs or 

disadvantages of shared care for children were the moves back and forth, the lack of one 

place to call home, especially with the demands of the senior years of high school, and the 

risk of leaving things behind. Some children perceived these to be issues for them, while 

others did not.  

There are practical problems involved in shared care, such as children leaving clothes, school 

items or homework at the other parentôs house, but these problems were not at all unique to 

shared care. Nonetheless, there were clear differences between shared care and other 

arrangements in relation to problems for children leaving things at the other parentôs home. 

Mothers with shared care reported that it was more frequently a problem than fathers did. The 

issues raised by practical problems were primarily related to the conflict between the parents 

which was associated with practical problems, rather than the fact that things had been left 

behind per se. 

Fathers with shared care arrangements overall report that children are faring better than in 

other forms of care after controlling for a range of other factors, while mothersô reports did 

not differ significantly between shared care and moderate levels of care by the non-resident 

parent.  Children who spend all their nights with one parent appear to have the lowest levels 

of wellbeing. 

Does shared care benefit children?  

It is clear that children are perceived to be doing well in shared care and there are few 

difficulties associated with this arrangement. However, it does not work well for all parents 

or all children.  

Furthermore, while the outcomes were positive in shared care families, when other factors 

such as the demographics of the parent, the family socio-economic status and the level of 
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conflict between the parents are taken into account, the differences between childrenôs 

wellbeing in different care arrangements do not appear to be significantly different.  This 

indicates that it is not the care arrangements themselves that make the difference to childrenôs 

reported wellbeing.  Rather, factors such as the parentôs relationship, whether the 

arrangement was imposed by a court, equitable sharing of financial resources through child 

support, and parents sharing decisions (rather than the other parent solely, or the courts) seem 

to be more significantly associated with childrenôs wellbeing than the amount of time the 

children spend with each parent.  

While the care arrangement in itself may not be the differentiating factor, this research 

indicates that children fare better when they have the involvement of both parents in their 

lives than when they are in one parentôs care only and do not see the other at all.  However, 

more time with the non-resident parent does not per se, equate to more beneficial outcomes 

for children, because there are so many other factors that affect childrenôs wellbeing. The 

explanation for the relatively high wellbeing of children in shared care may therefore lie to a 

considerable extent in the greater degree of cooperation and shared decision-making in these 

arrangements.  

These results should not be interpreted to mean that it does not matter what care 

arrangements are chosen for particular children. In the circumstances of a particular child or 

family, one parenting arrangement may well be much more appropriate than another.   

The benefits to children from parental satisfaction 

There is one advantage that shared care clearly has over any other form of care arrangement: 

it is that both parents are generally happy with it. While each parent might well be just as 

happy to have primary care of the child, shared care does offer a means for both parents to be 

involved in childrearing. This research indicated that parents were satisfied with the 

arrangements if they had the care of their children. They were unhappy if they did not. The 

diminished time with the children involved in a shared care arrangement compared to 

primary maternal care did not diminish mothersô support for shared care. Indeed a slightly 

greater proportion of mothers in shared care arrangements were satisfied with this than those 

with primary care of their children. The ófairnessô of shared care also resonated with many 

children, who saw it as an advantageous form of care arrangement for this reason. 

It is possible that one reason for the higher levels of cooperation in shared care families and 

lower levels of conflict, is that both parents are happy with the arrangement. This satisfaction 

may well create an environment that is more conducive to the wellbeing of children than 

other patterns of care. In this sense, shared care may have positive benefits for children that 

derive from the pattern of care itself, and not just from other factors associated with families 

who choose shared care.   

What factors most benefit children after separation? 

This research confirms that childrenôs wellbeing is optimised under certain circumstances: 

¶ Parents are able to cooperate about the arrangements for the children 

¶ Parents have a say in making decisions about the child 

¶ There is relatively little conflict between the parents 
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¶ Parents believe that each parent is paying their fair share of the costs associated with 

raising children.  

Care arrangements which are negotiated between parents, as opposed to those which are 

imposed by court, appear to be associated with higher levels of wellbeing for children. 

However it is unclear whether this is a result of the fact that most parents who go to court 

have high levels of conflict. It is likely that parental conflict rather than involvement with the 

court is the main cause of difficulties for the children.  

It is also important for children to have some say in the arrangements and to feel that the 

arrangements meet their needs - as well as those of their parents. Children and young people 

do not necessarily want to impose their own will on the situation, but it is very important to 

them that their voice is heard and their views are taken into account. 

Conclusions 

Overall, this research paints a positive picture of shared care in terms both of parental 

satisfaction and childrenôs wellbeing. However, it remains only a relatively small minority of 

parents who can share the care of the children and fewer still manage to sustain it for a 

substantial period of time. Much of the success of shared care derives from factors other than 

the care arrangement itself, and in particular, higher levels of cooperation and joint decision-

making and a lower incidence of reported violence or safety concerns. There are nonetheless, 

some parents who share care who do not have a cooperative relationship, and some children 

whose experience of shared care is not positive. There is no reason to suggest that shared care 

is intrinsically better or worse than the more common pattern of primary maternal care, 

except for the fact that it is one form of care with which both parents are satisfied, and this 

may be a factor in reducing conflict over post-separation parenting arrangements.  
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1 Introduction  

1.1 Background 

In the last ten years or so in Australia, there has been considerable discussion and debate 

about the merits of shared care as a form of parenting arrangement after separation.  

Ten or fifteen years ago, shared care was a comparatively rare phenomenon. In 1997, for 

example, the Australian Bureau of Statistics recorded that 978,000 children under 18 in 

Australia were living with one of their biological parents while their other parent lived 

elsewhere. Only 3% of these children lived in a shared care arrangement in which each parent 

cared for the child at least 30% of the time (ABS, 1998). The proportion of children in shared 

care has nonetheless been rising significantly since that time. By 2003, the ABS was 

reporting that 6% of children were in shared care (ABS, 2004). A study of the first wave of 

the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey found even 

higher figures of shared care when including day-time contact. 16% of children who saw 

their fathers did so on at least 30% of the days of the year but only 7% stayed overnight at 

least 30% of the time (Parkinson & Smyth, 2003. p. 15). 

In June 2003, the then Prime Minister, John Howard established a Parliamentary Committee 

to explore the option of a rebuttable presumption that children will spend equal time with 

each parent. This inquiry generated substantial interest. The Family and Community Affairs 

Committee of the House of Representatives received more than 1700 submissions and took 

evidence all over the country. The issue of a presumption of equal time also generated a great 

deal of discussion in the media.  

One of the major concerns of the Committee was to get away from what they saw as the 

standard pattern of contact for non-resident parents of every other weekend and half the 

school holidays. This, they dubbed the 80-20 rule, on the basis that it gave non-resident 

parents approximately 20% of the time with their children. In its report (Family and 

Community Affairs Committee, 2003, p. 21), the Committee wrote: 

ñOut of court negotiated outcomes have favoured sole residence because 

they have been influenced by community perceptions, by experience of 

women as primary carers and by perceptions and outcomes in court 

decisions. This has been illustrated by suggestions in evidence to the 

committee that there is an 80ï20 rule in the courts. This is the perception of 

a common outcome of, usually, the mother with sole residence and the 

father with alternate weekends and half the school holiday contact.ò 

The Committee recommended against a presumption of equal time in its report. Instead, it 

recommended in favour of equal parental responsibility. However, it did make it clear that it 

felt the system should move away from any assumption that the normal pattern of contact 

should be every other weekend and half the school holidays. It considered that ñthe goal for 

the majority of families should be one of equality of care and responsibility along with 

substantially shared parenting timeò (Family and Community Affairs Committee, 2003, p. 

30). The Committee gave the following explanation of its reasons for rejecting a presumption 

of equal time  (Family and Community Affairs Committee, 2003, p. 31):
 
 

ñTwo aspects of an equal time template have been highlighted. First, there 

are dangers in a one size fits all approach to the diversity of family 

situations and the changing needs of children. Secondly, there are many 

practical hurdles for the majority of families to have to overcome if they are 

to equally share residence of children. Many have pointed to the increased 
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risk of exposure of children to ongoing conflicted parental relationships and 

the instability that constant changing would create for children. Family 

friendly workplaces are rare, as are the financial resources necessary to 

support two comparable households. Some parents lack the necessary child 

caring capabilities. Distance between households creates problems for 

transport and for schooling. Second families can also bring complications. 

Indigenous familiesô approach to parenting does not fit with the 

expectations of equal time.ò 

After extensive further consideration of the Committeeôs report, and further parliamentary 

committee reports (Chisholm, 2007) the Federal Parliament enacted the Family Law 

Amendment (Shared Parental Responsibility) Act 2006.  

1.2 The 2006 amendments 

The concerns of the Committee found expression in a revised statement of the objects of Part 

VII of the Family Law Act on parenting arrangements. Section 60B(1) of the Act now 

provides: 

(1) The objects of this Part are to ensure that the best interests of children are met by:  

(a) ensuring that children have the benefit of both of their parents having a meaningful 

involvement in their lives, to the maximum extent consistent with the best interests 

of the child; and  

(b) protecting children from physical or psychological harm from being subjected to, 

or exposed to, abuse, neglect or family violence; and  

(c) ensuring that children receive adequate and proper parenting to help them achieve 

their full potential; and  

(d) ensuring that parents fulfil their duties, and meet their responsibilities, concerning 

the care, welfare and development of their children.  

When determining the best interests of the child, there are two primary considerations 

(s.60CC(2)). These are: 

(a) the benefit to the child of having a meaningful relationship with both of the child's 

parents; and  

(b) the need to protect the child from physical or psychological harm from being 

subjected to, or exposed to, abuse, neglect or family violence.   

There are then a large number of other factors that are described as óadditionalô 

considerations (s.60CC(3)). It is the additional considerations that help to determine how it is 

that the objects of the legislation, and the primary considerations, are to be achieved 

(Parkinson, 2006a).  

The emphasis on the meaningful involvement of both parents in the absence of violence or 

abuse does not translate into a presumption of shared parenting, and still less, equal time. The 

most that the legislation imposes by way of presumed outcome is a presumption in favour of 

equal shared parental responsibility. This can be rebutted in cases where there is a history of 

violence or abuse (s.61DA). If there is equal shared parental responsibility, parents have a 

duty to consult, and to try to reach agreement, on major decisions such as education, health, 

religion and changes in childrenôs living arrangements, at least when that has a significant 

impact upon the ability of the other parent to spend time with the child (s.4, - definition of 

"major long-term issues"; s.65DAC). 

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#interests
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#parent
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#interests
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#abuse
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#family_violence
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#parent
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#parent
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#parent
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#abuse
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#family_violence
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While there is no presumption of equal time, the option must at least be considered positively 

in cases where there is to be equal shared parental responsibility. Section 65DAA of the Act 

provides: 

If a parenting order provides (or is to provide) that a child's parents are to have equal shared 

parental responsibility for the child, the court must:  

(a) consider whether the child spending equal time with each of the parents would be in 

the best interests of the child; and  

(b) consider whether the child spending equal time with each of the parents is 

reasonably practicable; and  

(c) if it is, consider making an order to provide (or including a provision in the order) 

for the child to spend equal time with each of the parents.  

If equal time is contra-indicated, then the court must give similar consideration to ósubstantial 

and significant timeô. That is defined in the following way: 

a child will be taken to spend substantial and significant time with a parent only if: 

(a) the time the child spends with the parent includes both: 

(i) days that fall on weekends and holidays; and 

(ii)  days that do not fall on weekends or holidays; and 

(b) the time the child spends with the parent allows the parent to be involved in: 

(i) the childôs daily routine; and 

(ii)  occasions and events that are of particular significance to the child; and 

(c) the time the child spends with the parent allows the child to be involved in 

occasions and events that are of special significance to the parent. 

Before the court can order equal time or substantial and significant time, it must be satisfied 

that such an arrangement is óreasonably practicableô. The High Court of Australia has held in 

MRR v GR [2010] HCA 4 that unless the court makes a finding of fact that the arrangement 

for equal time or substantial and significant time is reasonably practicable, the court has no 

power to make such an order. Reasonable practicability is given meaning by s.65DAA(5):  

ñin determining ... whether it is reasonably practicable for a child to spend equal time, or 

substantial and significant time, with each of the child's parents, the court must have regard to:  

(a) how far apart the parents live from each other; and  

(b) the parents' current and future capacity to implement an arrangement for the child 

spending equal time, or substantial and significant time, with each of the parents; and  

(c) the parents' current and future capacity to communicate with each other and resolve 

difficulties that might arise in implementing an arrangement of that kind; and  

(d) the impact that an arrangement of that kind would have on the child; and  

(e) such other matters as the court considers relevant.  

The obligation to consider shared parenting was not only placed upon the courts. It was also 

placed upon óadvisersô which means legal practitioners, family counsellors, mediators and the 

courtsô own family consultants. Section 63DA(2)  provides: 

If an adviser gives advice to people in connection with the making by those people of a 

parenting plan in relation to a child, the adviser must:  

(a) inform them that, if the child spending equal time with each of them is:  

(i) reasonably practicable; and  

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#parent
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s20.html#court
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#parent
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#parent
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#parent
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#parent
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s20.html#court
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(ii)  in the best interests of the child;  

(b) they could consider the option of an arrangement of that kind; and  

(c) inform them that, if the child spending equal time with each of them is not reasonably 

practicable or is not in the best interests of the child but the child spending substantial 

and significant time with each of them is:  

(i) reasonably practicable; and  

(ii)  in the best interests of the child;  

(iii)  they could consider the option of an arrangement of that kind.  

There is no similar requirement for advisers to consider other issues such as ñthe need to 

protect the child from physical or psychological harm from being subjected to, or exposed to, 

abuse, neglect or family violenceò (s.60CC(2)(b)). The legislation was, in this respect, 

heavily weighted towards consideration of shared care, with less emphasis being placed on 

family violence or other such concerns (Chisholm, 2009).  

The rationale for the obligations on advisers was that the Family and Community Affairs 

Committee (2003) wanted to reach those people who negotiate parenting arrangements with 

the assistance of lawyers, mediators, and other professionals but who resolve matters without 

the need for a judicial determination. The Committee wrote: 

ñLegislation can have an educative effect on the separating population 

outside the context of court decisions, if its messages are clear, it is 

accessible to the general public and well understood by those who offer 

assistance under it.ò (Family and Community Affairs Committee 2003, pp. 

39-40) 

The 2006 legislation certainly encouraged both advisers and the courts to give serious 

consideration to shared parenting arrangements. The Full Court of the Family Court of 

Australia has summarized the legislative intent of the 2006 amendments as follows (Goode & 

Goode (2006) FLC 93-286 at para 72): 

ñIn our view, it can be fairly said there is a legislative intent evinced in 

favour of substantial involvement of both parents in their childrenôs lives, 

both as to parental responsibility and as to time spent with the children, 

subject to the need to protect children from harm, from abuse and family 

violence and provided it is in their best interests and reasonably 

practicable.ò  

There is little question that the 2006 amendments to the Family Law Act 1975 represented 

major changes to the law. They were accompanied by major changes to the service system, 

and in particular the establishment of 65 Family Relationship Centres around the country.   

The Howard government commissioned a comprehensive evaluation program for the first 

time in the history of Australian family law. The evaluation, conducted by the Australian 

Institute of Family Studies, was a very large scale study indeed and has already yielded much 

information about many aspects of the 2006 reforms (Kaspiew et al, 2009), including much 

information about shared care.  

1.3 Shared care: international trends 

In evaluating the 2006 reforms, and in considering shared care generally, it is important to 

see the growth in shared care in comparative perspective. Australia is not alone in 

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#child
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#abuse
http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#family_violence
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emphasising the importance of both parents remaining involved in childrenôs lives. Indeed, it 

reflects trends in legislation around the western world (Parkinson, 2006b). 

Furthermore, even after the 2006 reforms, the prevalence of shared care in Australia is rather 

lower than in other parts of the western world where statistics are available. This may be 

illustrated by the AIFS findings concerning equal time arrangements. The AIFS study 

showed that amongst people who had separated since 2006, 7% had an equal time 

arrangement (48-52% of time with each parent). These are people who have recently 

separated. Across the population of separated parents, including those who separated many 

years ago, one might expect that the levels of shared care would be lower.  

By way of contrast with the AIFS findings in Australia, a Canadian survey in 2001 found that 

according to mothersô reports, 9.1% of children were in approximately equal time 

arrangements (Swiss & Le Bourdais, 2009). A survey of 559 parents in Britain found that 

12% reported that they shared the care of the child more or less equally (Peacey & Hunt 

2008, p. 19). This study was not confined to those who had recently separated. The Children 

Act 1989 in England and Wales gives no guidance on how childrenôs time with each parent 

should be allocated. In Arizona, 15% of court orders for child support involved 

approximately equal parenting time (Venohr & Kaunelis, 2008).   

In Sweden, the growth in equal time arrangements has been particularly dramatic. In 1984-5, 

1% of Swedish parents who were living apart had equal time arrangements. By 2006-7 it had 

increased to 28% (Lundstrom, 2009). Almost half of the 6-9 year old children whose parents 

do not live together live in approximately equal time arrangements. This growth in the 

incidence of equal time arrangements has risen substantially over the last 20 years without a 

legislative environment that specifically encourages it. 

International comparisons are also instructive in relation to what the Australian legislation 

calls ñsubstantial and significant timeò. In other countries, shared care is often defined as a 

minimum of 30% of nights with each parent. The AIFS study showed that amongst people 

who had separated since 2006, 16% had a shared care arrangement involving 35% of nights 

or more with each parent (Kaspiew et al, 2009). In Wisconsin, where a shared parenting 

arrangement is defined as involving at least 30% of the time with each parent, 32% of 

divorced couples had a shared care arrangement in court orders in 2000-2002 (Melli, Cook & 

Brown, 2006; Melli & Brown, 2008). In Washington State, 46% of parenting plans filed in 

dissolution cases gave at least 35% of the time with the child to the father in 2007-08, in 

cases where there were no risk factors present (George, 2008). The statistics from Wisconsin 

and Washington State are not entirely comparable with Australia because they only reflect 

the levels of shared care amongst couples who have divorced, whereas the Australian 

statistics include those who cohabited outside marriage and those who have never lived 

together. Levels of non-resident parent involvement with children is typically lower in these 

groups, and in particular where the parents did not live together prior to separation (Amato, 

Meyers & Emery, 2009). Even still, they illustrate that the levels of shared care after the 2006 

reforms are not particularly high in comparison with other jurisdictions where research is 

available. 

1.4 Controversies about shared parenting 

The 2006 reforms, flowing from the unanimous recommendations of the bipartisan Hull 

Committee, enjoyed all-party support when going through the Parliament. Nonetheless, the 

legislation has not been without controversy. As elsewhere, there have been four main 

objections to the encouragement of shared care. The first is the view that while chosen shared 

care  - that is, an arrangement mutually agreed by both parents ï ought not to be regarded as 

problematic, imposed shared care is.  The second is that the encouragement of shared care 
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exposes women and children to a greater risk of domestic violence. The third is that shared 

care is inappropriate for young children. The fourth relates to childrenôs views and 

willingness to comply with such arrangements.  

Imposed shared care 

Criticism has been expressed of the legislative encouragement given to courts to consider 

shared care when deciding disputes between parents that cannot be resolved without 

adjudication. For example, McIntosh (2009) observes: 

ñThe attributes that increase the likelihood of shared arrangements working 

smoothly..are not typically characteristic of parents who litigate or who 

otherwise require significant support to determine and administer their post-

separation parenting plans.ò(p. 393) 

This suggests that while shared care which is chosen by parents may work well, there are 

significant issues involved in the imposition of shared care. There is, of course, not a clear 

divide between one and the other. Rather, there are, gradations of agreement that might be 

reached about shared care, or any other parenting arrangement. On the one hand, there will be 

cases where both parents fully agree on shared care (both want it). In the middle will be cases 

where one wants it and one does not, but they end up agreeing on shared care because the 

parent who is not keen on it is prepared (reluctantly) to give it a go. There will be other 

parents who do not think it is the best option but are willing to agree to substantially shared 

care because they want to avoid litigation. At the other end of the spectrum are cases where 

neither wants shared care because both want primary care.  However, they agree on shared 

care as a compromise.  This spectrum is not easily captured by a binary categorization into 

those who agree on shared care and those who do not. A further complexity is that there is a 

spectrum of shared care from 30%-35% of nights (depending on the definition in each 

jurisdiction) through to equal time, and compromises could be struck at many places along 

that continuum as well. 

While it is likely that few imposed parenting arrangements work better than arrangements 

that the parties have agreed to themselves, there may be particular issues about imposed 

shared care because of the level of co-operation required to make it work. McIntosh and 

Chisholm (2008) expressed particular caution about shared care arrangements in high conflict 

families, based upon findings concerning childrenôs wellbeing in McIntoshôs clinical sample 

that indicated children are at risk of poor mental health where there is high, ongoing conflict 

between their parents. Conversely, children seemed most likely to benefit from shared care 

arrangements where there was low hostility between the parents. 

There is extensive evidence of the harm caused to children who are exposed to continuing 

conflict between their parents after parental separation (Ayoub, Deutch, & Maraganore, 

1999), and given the greater degree of interaction between parents that is typically involved 

in shared care, it is to be expected that a shared care arrangement may add to the burdens 

these children suffer. The legislation requires the court, in considering whether a shared care 

arrangement is óreasonably practicableô, to examine óparents' current and future capacity to 

communicate with each other and resolve difficulties that might arise in implementing an 

arrangement of that kindô (s.65DAA(5)(c)).  

The AIFS evaluation (Kaspiew et al, 2009, p.132-33) indicates there has been a substantial 

increase in shared care in judicially determined cases. Shared care (35%-65% with each 

parent), rose from 4% to 33.9% of cases in the cases where contact arrangements were 

specified. Prior to the 2006 reforms, 65.2% of the mothers had primary care. After the 

reforms it was 47.8%, a 26.7% decrease as a proportion of the previous levels of maternal 

http://www.austlii.edu.au/au/legis/cth/consol_act/fla1975114/s4.html#parent
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primary care. Fathers in 30.8% of cases had primary care prior to the reforms, and this 

dropped to 18.3% afterwards, a 40.6% decrease as a proportion of the previous levels of 

paternal primary care. It is clear then that the reforms have had a major impact on the 

outcomes of judicially determined cases, with many more shared care arrangements being 

made, at the expense of both maternal and paternal primary care, but, to a greater extent, at 

the expense of paternal primary care.  

This suggests also that shared care may be emerging as a compromise between parents both 

of whom seek primary care awards in their favour. It may be that where shared care is 

imposed as a compromise in cases that are litigated through to trial, children are exposed to 

higher levels of conflict than would have been the case if a clearer choice between maternal 

and paternal care had been made.  

Safety concerns in shared care cases 

A second concern that has often been expressed (eg Rathus, 2007) is that the encouragement 

of shared care exposes mothers and children to a greater risk of violence, abuse and 

continuing control by former partners than if there was no such encouragement towards 

shared care. This does not necessarily arise from the legislation itself, which makes clear that 

the presumption of equal shared parental responsibility does not apply if there are reasonable 

grounds to believe that a parent of the child (or a person who lives with a parent of the child) 

has engaged in abuse of the child or family violence (s.61DA(2)). However, the issue is that 

women in particular will feel pressured into accepting a shared care arrangement when they 

have significant safety concerns for themselves or their children because they feel the system 

is weighted in favour of shared care.  

The AIFS evaluation certainly indicates grounds for concern. It found that families where 

there was a reported history of physical violence or emotional abuse were as likely to have 

shared care-time arrangements as those where there were no such reports (Kaspiew et al, 

2009, pp. 164-65). However, it is not only mothers in shared care arrangements who have 

safety concerns. Indeed while 16% of mothers who reported equal time arrangements had 

concerns about their own safety or the safety of the child in the other parentôs care, the 

percentage of fathers expressing such concerns was higher (17.9%). In the shared care cases 

where the mother had care of the child or children for the majority of the time (53-65% of 

nights), 19.4% of mothers and 16.2% of fathers expressed concerns about their own safety or 

the safety of the child in the other parentôs care.  In the smaller number of shared care cases 

where the father had care of the child or children for the majority of the time, 20% of fathers 

and no mothers expressed such safety concerns (Kaspiew et al, 2009, p. 166).  

Not all these concerns relate to family violence or child abuse perpetrated by the other parent.  

As the researchers pointed out, the safety concerns could also be about harm inflicted by 

someone other than the other parent, such as a new partner or a relative. Nonetheless, the vast 

majority of parents with safety concerns indicated that they had experienced physical 

violence or emotional abuse (Kaspiew et al, 2009, p.166).  

Shared care with young children 

A third level of concern is about shared care arrangements with pre-school children. In 

particular, there has been considerable debate among researchers about whether infants and 

toddlers should stay overnight with non-resident parents (Kelly & Lamb, 2000; Warshak, 

2000; Lamb & Kelly, 2001; Solomon & Biringen, 2001; Gould & Stahl, 2001; Biringen et al, 

2002; Warshak, 2002).  If there is doubt about the circumstances in which overnight stays 

with non-resident parents are appropriate for very young children, it is not surprising that 

there should be huge concerns about shared care arrangement involving infants and toddlers. 
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In the Australian context, particular concern has been expressed about shared parenting 

arrangements when mothers are breast-feeding (Sweet & Power, 2009).  

Attachment theory (Bowlby, 1997) suggests that the healthy emotional development of 

children is strongly associated with having a continuous, warm and trusting relationship with 

a caregiver during the first three years of life. While young children develop different 

attachments to each parent, McIntosh and Chisholm (2008) point out that the development of 

any attachment security may be jeopardised by shared care arrangements that involve 

frequent moves between households, and that where a very young child has developed a 

secure attachment with only one of the two parents, this security of that attachment may be 

compromised by reduction of time spent with this parent. 

Whatever the differences of view among experts, there seems to be some community support 

for the idea that a shared care arrangement can be appropriate, even with children under 

three. The AIFS evaluation indicated that a substantial minority of both fathers (32%) and 

mothers (23%) in the general population thought an equal time arrangement for a child under 

three was ótotally appropriateô, while only 6.5% of fathers and 11% of mothers thought it was 

totally inappropriate (Kaspiew et al, 2009, p. 116).   

There is, however, some difference between what parents say and what those with children of 

this age do in relation to their arrangements for children under three. Two per cent of children 

under 3, whose parents were living apart, were in equal time arrangements in 2008. The 

corresponding figure for 3-4 year olds was 9% (Kaspiew et al, 2009, p. 119). Thus more 3-4 

year olds were in equal time arrangements than for the population of children across the age 

range, where 7% were in equal time arrangements. 

The AIFS data on recent separations contrasts with the position in relation to all children 

whose parents live apart. According to the ABS (2008), among children aged under 18 years 

who have a parent living elsewhere, those aged 5-9 years or 10-14 years are more likely than 

younger and older children to spend at least 30% of time with their other parent (9-10% vs 

7% of children aged under 5 and only 3% of teenage children).  

The imposition of shared care arrangements on children 

A further concern about shared parenting, is that it may be an arrangement that is adopted 

because of adult agendas and interests and may be insensitive to childrenôs needs. Children 

are the ones required to do the switching from one home to another, not parents, and their 

views need to be taken into account.  

Norwegian researchers who surveyed 527 parents with equal time arrangements found that 

25% of the children participated to a significant degree in the decision; 21% reported that the 

child had some influence in the decision, and 55% said that the child had no influence at all. 

Age was of course a significant factor in whether childrenôs views were taken into account 

(Skjørten & Barlindhaug, 2007). 

We still, however, know relatively little about the views of children, and especially 

Australian children who experience shared care arrangements. Childrenôs views were not part 

of the AIFS evaluation. The most extensive research is that conducted in Britain by Carol 

Smart and colleagues (Smart, Neale and Wade, 2001; Smart, 2002). In interviews with 30 

children and young people in shared care arrangements in Britain, they found that childrenôs 

reactions to shared care arrangements were quite varied. For some, where the arrangement 

was inflexible and the idea of óequal timeô was invested with heavy ideological or emotional 

significance by a parent, it could be very oppressive. For others, the arrangement worked 

very well and provided benefits not only in having the regular involvement of both parents, 
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but also in giving chances for a brief ñsabbaticalò in the relationship with each of them as the 

child moved from one household to the other.  

In a follow-up of these children, 3-4 years later, Smart (2004) identified three factors which 

made the difference between successful and unsuccessful shared care arrangements. These 

were: a) whether the arrangement was based on the needs and wishes of the parents or those 

of the children; b) whether the arrangements were flexible enough to accommodate changing 

needs and circumstances; c) whether the children felt equally óat homeô in both of their 

parentsô homes.  

A Swedish study involving responses from 22  young people in shared care arrangements 

also found a range of reactions to shared care, with interviewees valuing the opportunity to 

spend a great deal of time with both parents but some at least, finding the constant transition 

between homes was a problem. Some would have preferred to have one primary abode. 

(Carlberg et al, 2004).  

1.5 Durability of shared care arrangements  

Parenting arrangements after separation may well vary over time ï with some patterns being 

more likely than others to change. The most durable pattern of care is where mothers are 

primary or sole carers. Shared care arrangements are less likely to last over a substantial time 

period. According to Wave 1 and Wave 4 of the HILDA Survey (conducted in 2001 and 

2004), only half the children who spent 30-69% of time with each parent in 2001 were still in 

this arrangement three years later, while around one-third of these children had moved to a 

weekly, fortnightly or monthly arrangement. A similar pattern of results emerged in a smaller 

scale study undertaken by the AIFS from 2003 to 2006 (Smyth et al., 2008). These results do 

not take into account the possible changes that occurred year by year across this three-year 

period, nor the length of time that the arrangement recorded in the Wave 1 had been 

operating prior to this initial survey. Factors distinguishing between care arrangements that 

were durable and those that changed were not identified. The circumstances in which shared 

care is considered by families, and in which shared care arrangements are taken up and 

sustained or abandoned are of considerable policy significance.  

The AIFS evaluation (Kaspiew et al, 2009) found that equal time arrangements are more 

durable, 4-5 yrs on, than unequal shared care (35-47% of nights with father, or arrangements 

where father is the primary carer). Sixty per cent of the focus children with equal care time at 

separation had the same arrangement at the time of the survey.  

It is not surprising that shared care should prove less durable than care arrangements in which 

children live primarily with one parent.  This is because there are so many different factors 

that could affect shared care arrangements. For a school-age child to be in a shared care 

arrangement either involving equal time or overnight stays with the parent who is not the 

primary carer during the school week, both parents have to live within a reasonable travelling 

distance of the childôs school.    

There are a variety of reasons why that proximity may not be able to be maintained. In the 

immediate aftermath of separation, one parent may stay in the home while the other one finds 

a place to rent nearby, as a temporary arrangement while they negotiate a property settlement. 

When that property settlement is finalised, one or  both parents find that they have to move to 

a cheaper housing area with the consequence that a shared care arrangement becomes 

impracticable. Changes of employment, for either parent, or the consequences of repartnering 

may also necessitate moves that impact upon the viability of a shared care arrangement even 

if the relocation is to a place that is not very far away, such as moving within the same city.   
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Further reasons why a shared care arrangement may not be sustainable is that one or other 

parent finds their work schedule can no longer accommodate the arrangement and it makes 

more sense to concentrate time with the children on days off; the child does not find it easy to 

cope moving between the two homes; or the child forms a much stronger attachment with one 

home or family than the other and expresses a preference in favour of spending the majority 

of time with one parent.  

While it is also possible, of course, that circumstances will change such that parents adopt a 

shared care arrangement instead of having weekend and holiday time with the non-resident 

parent, the circumstances necessary to sustain a shared care arrangement are such that the 

pattern of change is more likely to be away from shared care than towards it.   

1.6 Research questions on shared care arrangements  

Sometimes the question is asked whether óshared careô is better or worse for children than 

care arrangements in which children live primarily with one parent. Such evidence as there is 

comparing childrenôs wellbeing in different forms of care arrangement does not provide clear 

and unequivocal answers (Gilmore, 2006). The question presupposes firstly that one could 

conduct a randomised trial in which parents and children who were in all other respects 

similar, and where there were no differences in levels of interparental conflict or risk of 

violence, could have the option of either a shared care arrangement or a more traditional 

resident/non-resident parent arrangement. Then if sufficient numbers could be found in each 

group to compare them, the different care arrangements could be analysed to determine 

which is óbetterô.  

Of course, reality is different. Shared care is only an option for some families. The parents 

need to be able to afford two viable homes sufficiently well furnished to allow children to 

stay comfortably in each home.  They need to live reasonably close to one another. They also 

need to have sufficient flexibility in their working arrangements (or sufficient support in 

terms of child care through before and after school care services, relatives or friends) to make 

the arrangement practicable. 

Differences between shared care families and other parents and children may also reflect 

differences in the level of involvement that each parent has with the children. Not all children 

whose parents live apart have both parents playing an active role in their lives, or wanting to 

do so. In 2006-07, of the children aged 0 to 17 years with a natural parent living elsewhere, 

28% saw their other natural parent less than once per year or never (ABS, 2008).  There are 

also many other factors, beyond the structure of the care arrangement, which affect childrenôs 

wellbeing, in particular the closeness of the parent-child relationship, parental capacity, 

interparental conflict, safety issues, adjustments to new partners or stepfamilies and other 

such factors.  

There are also issues about whether shared care is likely to be more appropriate at some ages 

than others. There are not only questions about young children. There are also issues about  

shared care for older teenagers. Time with peers becomes progressively important as children 

mature. Teenagers spend less time at home than when younger and tend to rely increasingly 

on their friends (and to argue more frequently with their parents, with typical arguments 

including issues surrounding the teenagersô desire for greater freedom). Given this growing 

independence and greater reliance on friends, along with more intensive needs for study to 

progress well in their schooling, teenagers of separated parents may not find it easy to be in a 

shared care arrangement especially if there is frequent and considerable travelling time 

involved in fulfilling this arrangement.  
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Thus the question ought not to be whether, in the abstract, shared care is better or worse than 

other patterns of parenting after separation, but when it works well, and when it works less 

well, for those families for whom it is at least a logistical possibility. This is the focus of the 

research presented in this report.  
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2 Methodology 

The definition of shared care is quite broad and has changed slightly over the years. Children 

who spend 30ï70% of nights with each parent were traditionally seen as having a shared care 

arrangement (see Smyth 2009).  Consistent with this definition, the ABS has included this 

range of nights in its reports on the different patterns of care (e.g. ABS 2008). However, since 

the implementation of the new Child Support Scheme in July 2008, children who spend 35ï

65% of nights (or 128 to 237 nights each year) with each parent have been classified by the 

CSA as having a shared care arrangement.  

The study utilised both quantitative and qualitative methodologies. It involved analysis of a 

range of existing datasets as well as a survey of parents and of children devised for the 

purposes of this study. Each dataset and survey instrument had its strengths and limitations, 

and no one part of the study gives a comprehensive picture about shared care. By analysing a 

range of different sources of information, a more comprehensive picture could be obtained.  

2.1 Existing datasets 

The Australian Institute of Family Studies conducted an analysis of existing datasets on the 

prevalence of, and characteristics associated with, shared care in Australia. These included: 

1. Growing up in Australia: the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) 

Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006).  

2. The Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey 

3. Caring for Children After Parental Separation survey (CFC) (2003) 

4. The ABS Family Characteristics Surveys (FCS) (1997 and 2003) and Family 

Characteristics and Transitions Survey 2006-07 (FCTS). The analysis also uses 

customised tables based on the FCS and FCTS data and generated by the ABS. 

Most of the LSAC analysis is based on Wave 2 data for the elder of the two cohorts of 

children (when these children were 6ï7 years old). To boost the sample size in the assessment 

of the relationship between care arrangements and the developmental progress of children, 

supplementary analysis was undertaken, in which Wave 1 data for the elder cohort were 

combined with Wave 3 data for the younger cohort.  These two cohorts were 4ï5 years old at 

the time of these surveys.
1
 

These datasets are referred to in this report as the ósecondaryô datasets. 

2.2 Parent Survey 

This component involved developing a postal survey of parents concerning their experience 

of parenting arrangements, with a particular focus on shared care.  

Sampling 

The parent surveys were distributed to several different target groups of parents. These 

included parents who used the services of a private family law solicitor or who used legal aid 

                                                 

1
  This approach was not relied upon for the entire LSAC-based analysis because information about care 

time and the father was not derived in Wave 3 for a substantial minority of children. 
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or a family support service. The other large target group were parents registered with the 

Child Support Agency. 

The distribution via solicitorôs offices was based on a nationwide sample of offices drawn 

from a database of family law solicitors covering all states with the exception of Tasmania. 

Letters were written to solicitors, requesting that they contact the research team if they were 

willing to contact their clients to ask them whether they would be willing to participate in the 

research.  An 1800 number was provided for families and solicitors to contact should they 

have any queries. 1500 surveys were sent out in late 2009 to solicitors, legal aid centres and 

other family support centres, and these centres in turn sent the surveys on to parents who 

either had had a shared care arrangement prior to 2006 or to those who were currently in a 

shared care situation. The surveys were sent out with a reply paid envelope, and surveys were 

returned directly to the Social Policy Research Centre.    

In January 2010, a further 10,000 mail-out surveys were posted to parents via the Child 

Support Agency, with the aim of providing better coverage nationally. In particular, the CSA 

survey was designed to provide access to more low income groups which are only minimally 

represented in those surveyed via solicitors, and to build a more adequate sample of those 

previously and presently involved in shared care, as well to recruit a group not in shared care 

for purposes of comparison. 

It was determined that the CSA would recruit a sample stratified into three groups: 

1. Those who were in actively involved in shared care from July 1 2007 to June 30 2008 

2. Those who used to be in shared before July 1 2007 

3. Those not in shared care at the time of selection for the survey. 

These groups were determined on the basis of establishing a sample of persons who were 

involved in shared care post the 2006 family law reforms (Group 1), a sample from before the 

reforms (Group 2), and a sample not in shared care for comparison purposes (Group 3).  It 

was originally intended that Group 1 would be recruited only from people who had registered 

with the CSA subsequent to the 2006 family law reforms, but the resulting number of clients 

was too small to enable effective recruiting and analysis. As a consequence, the sample frame 

was expanded to include anyone actively involved in shared care for the whole of the 2007-

2008 period, to ensure that there was a reasonable chance for the reforms to filter through and 

have a visible effect upon shared care arrangements. Clientele who requested to be excluded 

from CSA surveys were excluded from this survey as well. Of the 10,000 persons targeted in 

the sampling frame, 5,000 were from group 1, and 2,500 were from each of groups 2 and 3.   

The surveys were also sent as far as possible to matched couples. That is, half the sample in 

each strata consisted of a randomly selected CSA client, and the other half of the strata 

sample consisted of the ex-partners of these selected individuals. However, due to the low 

response rate overall, chances were much reduced that both partners in a matching pair would 

respond to the survey, and only 67 matches, or 134 persons (13 % of the sample) met these 

criteria. This number was deemed too small to conduct any viably representative or 

statistically significant analysis on, and approaches looking at matched pairs were set aside 

for the analysis. 

Content 

The survey covered a range of issues around how parents perceive shared care to be working 

for their children, what the issues were, and how the shared care arrangements were working 
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for them as parents. Issues concerned with how parents perceive shared care to be working 

for their children included: 

¶ How well the children are doing with the arrangements 

¶ How happy the children are 

¶ Child safety 

¶ Parent satisfaction with the arrangements 

¶ The kind of practical difficulties do parents face in shared care arrangements 

Issues concerned with how parents perceive shared care to be working for them as parents 

included: 

¶ Issues around parental conflict 

¶ Tasks each parent undertake on behalf of the child 

¶ Costs each parent bears on behalf of the child 

¶ Whether costs are shared fairly. 

Survey Response 

Of the 10,000 surveys sent out, a total of 1,047 were returned, resulting in a response rate of 

10.5%. This rate is consistent with other surveys to specialised groups of respondents, such as 

CSA clientele in shared care arrangements. The sample was cleaned for missing data, and a 

further 19 records were dropped on the basis of insufficient information about shared care 

arrangements.  

The final working sample size was 1,028. Of these, almost a half (43%) were from the CSA 

target group  óbeing in shared care from 2007-08ô, a quarter were from the CSA sample of 

persons who used to be in shared care before the middle of 2007, and 14 and 16% 

respectively were from the CSA non-shared care and the solicitorôs samples. These figures 

can be seen below in Table 2.1. 

Table 2.1: Parents Survey Sample, by source, solicitors and CSA 

 Sample Size % 

Solicitorôs mail out sample 169 16.4 

CSA - Was in shared care mid 2007-8 440 42.8 

CSA - Used to be in shared care pre-mid 2007 271 26.4 

CSA - Not in shared care at time of selection 148 14.4 

Total 1,028 100.0 

 

2.3 Survey of children and young people 

A team from the University of Sydney had responsibility for this part of the project. An 

online survey for children and young people was hosted by a number of different websites 

whose target audience is children and young people.
2
 These include Kids Helpline, the 

                                                 

2
  The survey was located on the KidsZone areas of these websites to provide access for children and young 

people and to be less likely to be used by adults. The cooperation and assistance of these organisations is 

much appreciated.   
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National Children's and Youth Law Centre, and the Commissions for Children and Young 

People in New South Wales, Western Australia, Queensland and Tasmania. These agencies 

host their own websites with specific ñKidsZonesò that children and young people go to for 

information and advice so it is likely that the respondents on these sites and particularly on 

Kids Helpline may have concerns about their circumstances though not necessarily related to 

shared care or post-parental separation issues.  The sample is not necessarily representative of 

children and young people in shared care or in other post-separation arrangements but may be 

a bellwether for concerns about such arrangements when they are not working well and 

where there are issues about the quality of the relationship between children and their parents,  

and between the parents. 

The survey included questions asking about: the practical aspects of the parenting 

arrangements; the division of parenting tasks between their parents; childrenôs views about 

how well their arrangements were working for them; what aspects they liked and did not like; 

and what they would change if they could.  

The children and young people who responded to the survey did so anonymously, providing 

some demographic information such as their age and gender, and who they live with most of 

the time.
3
  

2.4 Interviews with parents and children 

Parents who completed the written survey were invited to participate in an interview to 

explore their experience of care. Forty interviews were conducted, mainly by telephone. 

We also interviewed four children as case studies of shared care in practice. Permission to 

interview children proved difficult to obtain. While many parents were keen to participate in 

an interview to communicate their views about post-separation parenting and shared care 

arrangements, they were much less keen for their children to participate in an interview.
4
 This 

is a common problem in research in relation to family law and issues relating to the privacy 

of the family. It was mostly parents who believed their children were happy with the 

arrangements who consented to their childrenôs participation. These childrenôs views are 

important, however, and provide an insight to what makes shared care work well from their 

perspective.  

2.5 National Childrenôs and Youth Law Centre mail 

The National Children's and Youth Law Centre, based in Sydney, has a ñLawMailò service. 

Children and young people can write in on an anonymous basis to ask questions about issues 

which are troubling them, and on which they were seeking legal advice. The National 

Children's and Youth Law Centre extracted a sample of emails which had been sent in the 

years 2004 and 2007 relating to parenting after separation and these were analysed to 

supplement the material available from the childrenôs surveys 

                                                 

3
  Ethics approval was obtained from the Human Ethics Committee at the University of New South Wales 

and co-signed by the University of Sydney to allow children and young people to provide their own 

consent following advice from Dr Merle Spriggs concerning the requirements for informed consent 

without parental consent (See Spriggs, 2009). Their confidentiality should be protected by their 

anonymity. 

4
  The experience from other research indicates that the main reasons that parents are not happy for their 

children to participate are that they do not want them to have to relive any of the upset or difficulties 

associated with the separation and subsequent arrangements or that they are apprehensive about what 

their children might say about problems within the family to an óoutsiderô (Smart & Neale, 1999, p. 21). 



 

17 

3 Analysis of HILDA, LSAC and ABS Data on shared care  

This chapter, which is based on pre-existing datasets, provides detailed information about the 

incidence of shared care arrangements, along with a general description of characteristics of 

parents and children in different care arrangements. Particular attention is also given to 

aspects of shared care (or near shared care) arrangements in place, for example: the way such 

arrangements were reached, their level of stability, and parentsô evaluations of these 

arrangements. The final section compares the developmental progress of children with shared 

care and other arrangements.  

While estimates of the proportion or number of children in shared care vary with definitions 

and data sources, it has already been noted in Chapter 1 that shared care is relatively 

uncommon in Australia. As a consequence, the number of parents or children identified as 

having a shared care arrangement in general surveys is quite small. To overcome this 

difficulty, a range of survey datasets was used. If similar trends are suggested by the different 

surveys, then we can place greater confidence in these trends. The surveys used are Growing 

up in Australia: the Longitudinal Study of Australian Children (LSAC) Wave 1 (2004) and 

Wave 2 (2006),
5
 the Household, Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA) Survey, 

and Caring for Children After Parental Separation survey (CFC) (2003), and the ABS 

Family Characteristics Surveys (FCS) (1997 and 2003), Family Characteristics and 

Transitions Survey 2006-07 (FCTS). The analysis also uses customised tables based on the 

FCS and FCTS data and generated by the ABS. 

This CSA definition of shared care (35% or more nights with each parent) is used in this 

discussion of the incidence of shared care. In addition, the prevalence of approximately equal 

shared care is discussed (here defined as 48ï52% of nights, or 176ï189 nights each year). 

However, because of the small sample sizes in the HILDA and LSAC datasets, most of the 

analysis in this chapter focuses on a larger group, here called óshared care or near shared 

careô (where the child is in the care of each parent for 29ï71% of nights, or 104ï258 nights, 

per year). 

3.1 The incidence of shared care 

The term ñshared careò implies that children in this arrangement would spend similar 

amounts of time with each parent. In LSAC, when parents with 4ï5 year old children were 

asked a direct question about whether their children were in shared care, around one in ten 

reported that this was the case. However, more objective measures are usually used to assess 

the incidence of shared care, as different parents may apply different criteria when deciding 

on whether their children are in shared care.    

The present analysis focuses on the incidence of shared care, defined as 35ï65% of nights 

with each parent, and equal care (where the child spent 48ï52% of nights with each parent). 

These results are based on the customised tables of results from the above-mentioned ABS 

surveys FCS 1997, FCS 2003 and FCTS 2006-07. Information was collected about each child 

under the age of 18 years who had a parent living elsewhere. The respondents in each survey 

were parents who reported that they had at least one child living with them at least half of the 

                                                 

5
  Most of the LSAC analysis is based on Wave 2 data for the elder of the two cohorts of children (when 

these children were 6ï7 years old). To boost the sample size in the assessment of the relationship 

between care arrangements and the developmental progress of children, supplementary analysis was 

undertaken, in which Wave 1 data for the elder cohort were combined with Wave 3 data for the younger 

cohort.  These two cohorts were 4ï5 years old at the time of these surveys. This approach was not relied 

upon for the entire LSAC-based analysis because information about care time and the father was not 

derived in Wave 3 for a substantial minority of children. 
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time. Therefore, the results are based on the reports of the childôs main carer (or on the 

reports of one parent where the care time is equal). Most respondents were mothers.  

Table 3.1 shows the proportion of all children, and the proportions of children of different 

ages, with shared care arrangements and the proportion with equal care, as reported by these 

main carers. According to the ABS surveys, almost 8% of children aged under 18 years old 

were in shared care in 2006ï07, compared with 6% in 2003, and just under 3% in 1997. In 

2006-07, 4% of children were in equal shared care, compared with almost 2% in 2003 and 

almost 1% in 1997. Smyth (2009) has also observed the increased prevalence of shared care 

arrangements, using Child Support Agency registration data.  In addition, pre- and post-

reform samples of court files concerning childrenôs matters suggest that the proportion of 

children who are allocated shared care has increased since the reforms were introduced ï a 

trend that is especially apparent in judicially determined cases (Kaspiew et al. 2009).  

Table 3.1: Children aged under 18 years who had a natural parent living elsewhere: 

Percentage in shared care by children's age, 1997, 2003 and 2006-07  

  

Age of children (years)  

0-4 5-11 12-14 15-17 All  

Shared care (35-65% of nights per year with each parent) 

1997 2.7 3.0 1.9 *1.9 2.6 

2003 4.9 6.7 7.3 4.0 6.0 

2006ï07 7.3 10.3 7.5 *3.2 7.7 

Equal shared care (48-52% of nights per year with each parent) 

1997 *0.7 0.9 *0.5 *0.2 0.7 

2003 **0.3 2.5 *2.7 *1.5 1.9 

2006ï07 *3.7 5.4 *3.7 **1.8 4.0 

Note:  Children were excluded from the analysis if they lived with grandparents or a guardian, or, in 2006-07, 

their length of overnight stays was not stated (3% of children).  

*  Estimates with a relative standard error of 25% to 50% should be used with caution. 

**  Estimates with a relative standard error greater than 50% are considered too unreliable for general use. 

Source:  ABS 1997 and 2003 FCS and the 2006-07 FCTS, customised Tables. 

 

Table 3.1 also shows that the increasing prevalence of shared and equal shared care from 

1997 to 2006-07 is evident across all age groups of children, although the proportions of 

children in shared care or equal shared care varies according to the age of the child. While 

patterns across the three surveys vary to some extent, in general, children of primary school 

age (i.e., 5ï11 years) or early teens were more likely than preschoolers or older teenagers to 

be in a shared care arrangement. In other words, both very young children and older 

teenagers appear to be less likely than children whose ages lie between these extremes to 

experience shared care arrangements.  This trend has also been observed by Smyth et al. 

(2004) and Kaspiew et al. (2009).
6
 

The lower incidence of shared care among very young children may well be related to a 

strong preference among parents for maternal care when children are young, although a 

confounding factor is that for the youngest children, a higher proportion of single parents will 

have never had a relationship with the childôs father (Gray & Baxter, 2008). Shared care 

would be very unlikely for such children. The increasing independence of children during 

their teenage years may reduce the likelihood of shared care arrangements. 

                                                 

6
 It is also worth noting that analysis of LSAC and CFC suggests that the incidence of shared care does not 

vary according to the childôs sex. 
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The LSAC, CFC and HILDA surveys also suggest that shared care arrangements apply to a 

small minority of children. In LSAC in 2004, less than 5% of children aged 4 to 5 years who 

had a parent living elsewhere were classified as having a shared care arrangement, using the 

above definition. In CFC 2003, 10% of separated parents indicated that their study child 

experienced shared care. In HILDA, 6% of non-resident parents and 4% of resident parents in 

2001 (Wave 1) reported that their children were in shared care. In 2007 (Wave 7) the 

percentages were 7% and 9% respectively for non-resident parents and resident parents. 

While these results for HILDA support the notion that the incidence of shared arrangements 

is increasing, sample attrition issues may explain some of the change.  

While the incidence of shared care at any one point in time is low, Table 3.1 suggests, the 

percentage of parents who engage in shared care at one time or another is somewhat higher. 

Analysis of seven waves of the HILDA (covering the years 2001-2007) shows that in this 

time, 10% of mothers with a resident child whose other parent lived elsewhere reported a 

shared care arrangement at some time in this period, as did 13% of fathers who were non-

resident parents during this period. Again, these estimates, while they are consistent with the 

results from other surveys reported above, should be treated with caution, since sample 

attrition in HILDA may bias results upwards. (For a discussion of separation of partners and 

sample attrition in the HILDA survey, see Redmond, 2008.) Moreover, it appears that most 

parents did not persist with a shared care arrangement for an extended period of time. 

3.2 Characteristics of parents in shared care and other care arrangements 

In this section we examine how child and parental characteristics vary across different care 

arrangements. The analysis focuses first on certain demographic characteristics reported by 

parents with shard care and parents with other care arrangements. This is followed by a 

comparison across the care groups of characteristics that are clearly socio-economic in 

nature.
7
 This analysis is based on the CFC, LSAC and HILDA, each of which has rich 

demographic information and sufficient detail on care arrangements.
8
 

Each survey contributes in different ways to this analysis. The CFC is particularly valuable 

because it provides very detailed information about children in separated families and 

circumstances of care arrangements, and covers children up to 17 years old. LSAC covers 

young children only. In this analysis, we focus on the older cohort in LSAC, using data from 

Wave 1 (conducted in 2004), when the children were aged 4-5 years, and in Wave 2 

(conducted in 2006), when these children were 6-7 years old.
9
 A range of relevant details 

about parents and children was collected in LSAC, making it particularly useful for analysis 

of shared care among young children. HILDA has less information on the characteristics of 

                                                 

7
  Some of the measures here classified as ñdemographicò also have socio-economic implications, for 

example, the current partnership status of mothers with different care arrangements. 

8
  It was not possible to conduct this analysis with the data of the three ABS surveys, for the children with a 

parent living elsewhere were not linked, in the datasets, with the parent with whom they lived for at least 

half of the time. 
9
  While it was possible to follow these children to age 8-9 years, using Wave 3, the care arrangements 

were missing for a significant proportion (21%) of single parents in this wave, making analysis 

problematic.  Wave 1 data for the infant cohort were not used because at Wave 1, a smaller number of 

infants had a father living elsewhere (N=465, 9% of the sample), and of these, a very small proportion 

were in shared or near shared care (N=21, 4.5%). At age 2ï3 years (wave 2), 479 had a father living 

elsewhere (10.5%), of which 10.2% (N=49) were in shared or near shared care.  (However, as already 

noted, the supplementary analysis that explores links between care arrangements and childrenôs 

developmental progress combined data from Wave 1 for the elder cohort with Wave 3 for the infant 

cohort, despite the lack of information on care arrangements in Wave 3 for a substantial minority of 

parents. 
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children than is the case for LSAC, but has detailed data on the social and economic 

characteristics of their parents. Furthermore, as is the case for CFC, information about care 

arrangements in HILDA covers children up the age of 17 years. 

Although both LSAC and HILDA surveys have large sample sizes, the low prevalence of 

shared care means that very small numbers of children or parents in each of these surveys fit 

the definition of shared care (35ï65% of nights with each parent). This is also the case for 

CFC. The analysis presented in this chapter therefore focuses on families with ñshared or 

near shared careò, that is, on families whose child was in the care of each parent for at least 

two nights per week (i.e., 29ï71% of nights with each parent). As very few children are 

reported to live with their father for more than half of the time, the focus is on children who 

were either in shared or near shared care and those who live predominantly with their mother. 

The classification of childrenôs care arrangements adopted in this analysis is outlined in Table 

3.2. The labels attached to the care groups have been adopted to facilitate discussion and 

should not be interpreted as value judgements. It should also be noted that each of the surveys 

(LSAC, HILDA, CFC) focused on the care arrangements of only one child per family. In 

both HILDA and CFC, this child was the respondentsô youngest child from a previous 

relationship.  

Table 3.2: Classification of care groups 

No contact No contact between father and child 

Limited time Father had up to 51 nights per year (1ï13% or less than one night per 

week) or had daytime-only contact 

Moderate time Father had 52ï103 nights per year (14ï28% or less than 2 nights per 

week) 

Shared or near shared care Father had at least 104ï258 nights per year (29ï71% of nghts or at least 2 

nights per week) 

 

In order to assess the extent to which the results varied when the broader ñshared or near 

shared careò rather than narrower ñshared careò arrangement was used (i.e., 29ï71% of nights 

versus 35ï65% of nights), the 2003 CFC data were also used to compare selected 

demographic characteristics of parents with shared care arrangements (i.e., 35ï65% of nights 

per year) to those with other care arrangements. The patterns emerged in these results are 

similar to those based on near shared care, although it needs to be pointed out that the number 

of parents with shared care arrangements was quite small (54 fathers and 37 mothers).  

The sample size and distribution of the four types of care arrangements in the three surveys 

are shown in Table 3.3. The numbers of fathers or mothers reporting shared or near shared 

care are still small, with sample sizes ranging from 60 to 84. Although these surveys are very 

different in their scope, there is a considerable level of agreement among them concerning the 

proportions of children experiencing each care arrangement. Where father reports were 

available (in the CFC and HILDA) reported contact is higher, with one in five fathers in both 

surveys reporting a shared or near shared care arrangement. By contrast, only one in eight 

mothers in all three surveys reported a shared or near shared care arrangement. Although a 

slightly higher proportion of mothers than fathers in the CFC indicated that their child never 

saw his or her father, no such sex difference was apparent in the HILDA dataset.  
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Table 3.3: Care groups across surveys 

 Time with father  

 

No 

contact 

Limited 

time 

Moderate 

time 

Shared or 

near 

shared 

care 

Total 

CFC Fathersô reports 18.8 33.7 27.4 20.1 100.0 

Number of fathers 59 106 86 63 314 

CFC Mothersô reports 24.3 44.7 18.7 12.3 100.0 

Number of mothers 118 217 91 60 486 

LSAC ï Mothersô reports: Children aged 4-5 years 23.6 40.7 24.3 11.5 100.0 

Number of observations 173 298 178 84 733 

HILDA Fatherôs report Wave 7 11.8 37.5 29.1 21.7 100.0 

Number of observations 40 122 102 67 331 

HILDA Mothersô report Wave 7 11.6 51.1 24.7 12.6 100.0 

Number of observations 56 237 121 62 476 

Source:  CFC 2003, LSAC 2004, HILDA 2001 and 2007.  

 

The characteristics of the parents themselves are likely to influence the nature of post-

separation care arrangements. Table 3.6and Table 3.8 present demographic characteristics of 

mothers in the CFC, HILDA and LSAC, while CFC and HILDA data on the characteristics of 

fathers are presented in Table 3.5 and Table 3.7. Information about fathers is not derived 

from LSAC, as such details were only provided for a small and non-representative sub-

sample of fathers.
 
 

Broadly, the three survey datasets provided consistent results concerning demographic 

characteristics of separated mothers and fathers. In all three surveys, the ages of mothers did 

not vary significantly according to care groups. This was also true for the fathers in the CFC 

and HILDA. Mothers with shared or near shared care arrangements (along with other mothers 

whose child spent some time with the father) were less likely to live with a partner than were 

mothers whose child never saw the father. According to the CFC, 20% of mothers with 

shared or near shared care arrangements and 31% of those with children who had no contact 

with father lived with a partner. The figures were similar in the HILDA sample, but 

somewhat lower in the LSAC sample. A lower proportion of fathers in the CFC with shared 

or near shared care arrangements were living with a partner, compared with other fathers who 

had either moderate, limited, or no time with the child. However, the difference between 

those with shared or near shared care arrangements and those whose child never saw the 

father did not reach statistical significance (24% and 33% respectively were living with a 

partner, compared with 43ï50% whose child had limited or moderate time with the father). 

The HILDA data provided a generally similar overall pattern: fathers who entered shared care 

or near shared care arrangements were more likely to be single compared with those with less 

care time or no care time (20% vs 38ï40%). 
10

 

The duration of separation is a key factor influencing parentsô relationship status, given that 

there are likely to be fewer opportunities to find a new partner for many parents soon after 

separation than later on when they have settled down into new circumstances. For example, 

                                                 

10
  In the LSSF W1 2008 study which focused on parents who had been separated relatively recently (up to 

26 months prior to interview) (Kaspiew et al. 2009), fathers who never saw their child were the most 

likely to have repartnered (21%), followed by fathers with equal care arrangements (17%), although 

differences across the care-time arrangements were quite small during this early stage of separation. 
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among separated LSAC parents, 95% of those who had separated within two years prior to 

their Wave 1 interview were single compared to 82% of those who had been separated for 

more than two years. 

Duration of separation was significantly related to post-separation care arrangements. The 

reports of both mothers and fathers in the CFC and of mothers in LSAC suggest that parents 

with shared or near shared care have been separated for a shorter period, on average, than 

those with other care arrangements. Indeed, 40% of 4ï5 year old children in shared or near 

shared care had experienced parental separation in the previous two years, compared with 6% 

of those children with no contact with their father and 27% of those children with limited 

time with their father.
11

 These trends may suggest that shared or near shared care is 

particularly likely to occur early in the separation. However, it is important to point out that, 

for some of these young LSAC children in shared or near shared care, the parentsô separation 

did not occur in the recent past. For instance, for 20% of children with these arrangements, 

parental separation occurred more than three years prior to interview. In addition, 7% of 

children with shared or near shared care had never lived with both parents together. 

Shared or near shared care is likely to be facilitated if parents live reasonably close together. 

It is therefore not surprising to find that the both fathers and mothers in all three surveys with 

shared or near shared care arrangements were much more likely than other parents to report 

living close to their childôs other parent.
12

  Around three quarters of the parents in these 

samples with shared care or near shared care reported living fewer than 20km from their 

childôs other parent, compared to around a fifth of parents whose child had no contact with 

the father, less than half of parents whose child had limited time with the father, and around 

half the parents whose child had moderate time with the father. 

Another characteristic examined here is the nature of the parental relationship at separation. 

The LSAC data show that parents with shared or near shared care were the least likely of all 

groups to have lived together for fewer than two years (or not at all). Much the same 

proportion of mothers with shared or near shared care and those whose child spent a 

moderate time with the father indicated that they had lived with the childôs father for 5 years 

or more (62ï64%), compared with 45% of those whose children had with limited time with 

the father and 18% of those who never saw the father. 

Overall, 42% of LSAC mothers had been married to the childôs father.  By comparison, the 

proportion who had been married to the other parent was higher among those with shared or 

near shared care (52%) and even higher among those whose child spent a moderate time with 

the father (62%). However, virtually all the mothers in these two groups indicated that they 

had been living with their childôs other parent, with a higher proportion in the shared or near 

shared group than the other group indicating that they had been cohabiting (45% vs 35%).  

The relationship history picture for mothers whose child never saw their father is, not 

surprisingly, very different: less than one in five of these mothers (18%) had been legally 

married to their childôs other parent, 44% had been cohabiting and 38% had never lived with 

the other parent.
13

   

                                                 

11
  The proportion of 4-5 year old children in LSAC Wave 1 with ñmoderate timeò with their father who 

experienced parental separation no more than two years prior to the interview was similar to that for 

children with shared or near share care arrangements (39% and 41% respectively).   
12

  This trend was also apparent in the LSSF W1 2008 study (Kaspiew et al. 2009). 
13

  Again, these trends are consistent with those reported by Kaspiew et al. (2009), based on the LSSF W1 

2008. The parents of children with equal care time were the most likely to have been married to each 

other, while the parents of children who never saw their father or who saw the father during the daytime 

only were the least likely to have been married to each other.  
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Table 3.4: Separated mothers: Demographic characteristics by care group, 2003 (CFC 

W1) 

 Amount of time between father and study child Total 

No contact Limited time Moderate 

time 

Shared or  

near shared 

care 

Age       

Mean 37.1 37.1 38.3 37.4 37.4 

SD 7.9 7.8 7.1 7.2 7.6 

Whether living with a partner      

Yes 30.5 19.4 23.3 20.0 22.9 

No 69.5 80.7 76.7 80.0 77.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0  

Time since separation      

Mean 7.5 
a
 5.5 

a
 5.2 4.2 5.7 

SD 4.6 4.4 4.2 3.4 4.4 

Distance from former partner 

(km)             a                   a               
 

0-19 22.5 43.0 62.6 78.3 47.6 

20-49  6.7 19.2 24.2 13.3 20.0 

50-99  6.7 5.1 5.5 1.7 5.1 

100+ & overseas 64.0 32.7 7.7 6.7 30.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of mothers 118 217 91 60 486 

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. 
a
  Difference between the group and shared care was statistically significant (p<=0.05) 

based on t-test for age of study child, age of fathers and personal income and on chi-

square test for other variables.  

Source: CFC 2003 
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Table 3.5: Separated fathers: Demographic characteristics by care group, 2003 (CFC 

W1) 

 

Amount of time between father and study child 

Total 
No contact Limited time  

Moderate 

time 

Shared or 

near shared 

care 
Age      

Mean 41.0 42.4 39.7 41.4 41.2 
SD 9.0 7.2 8.1 9.5 8.3 

Whether living with a partner                     a                  a   

Yes 32.8 42.9 50.0 23.8 39.1 
No 67.2 57.1 50.0 76.2 60.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Time since separation (years)      

Mean 6.2 a 6.2 a 6.1 a 4.8 5.9 
SD 3.7 4.4 4.1 4.1 4.2 
Distance from former partner 

(km)             a                   a                  a  
 

0-19  26.0   44.8  47.7  73.0 48.4 
20-49  10.0 10.5 25.6 11.1 14.8 
50-99  2.0 9.5 9.3 9.5 8.2 
100+ & overseas 62.0 35.2 17.4 6.4 28.6 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of fathers 59 106 86 63 314 
Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. 
a
  Difference between the group and shared care was statistically significant (p<=0.05) based on t-test for 

age of study child, age of fathers and personal income and on chi-square test for other variables.  

Source:  CFC W1 2003 
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Table 3.6: Separated mothers: Demographic characteristics by care group, 2007 

(HILDA W7)  

 Amount of time between father and study child Total 

No contact Limited time Moderate 

time 

Shared or  

near shared 

care 

Age       

Mean 37.2 39.2 37.2 37.3 37.6 

SD 10.3 8.6 7.5 8.3 9.0 

Whether living with a partner      

Yes 26.0 38.9 20.8 15.2 30.8 

No 74.0 61.1 79.2 84.8 69.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Distance from former partner 

(km)      

0-19 29.1 34.5 49.3 82.3 38.6 

20-49  15.6 9.8 17.3 6.6 11.8 

50-99  7.8 9.6 12.1 6.1 8.8 

100+ & overseas 47.5 46.1 21.3 4.5 40.8 

Total 49 227 119 60 606 

Number of mothers      

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. Total columns include cases where data on 

amount of time spent with father is missing. 

Source: HILDA Wave 7 

 

 

 

Table 3.7: Separated Fathers: Demographic characteristics by care group, 2007 

(HILDA W7)  

 

Amount of time between father and study child 

Total 
No contact Limited time  

Moderate 

time 

Shared or 

near shared 

care 
Age      

Mean 40.8 45.2 41.7 38.3 42.5 

SD 7.8 7.7 6.1 8.8 7.7 

Whether living with a partner       

Yes 39.0 38.2 39.5 19.7 36.6 

No 61.0 61.8 60.5 80.3 63.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Distance from former partner 

(km)     
 

0-19 21.8 37.9 50.4 77.4 43.6 

20-49  11.3 16.2 13.9 18.7 14.0 

50-99  10.8 7.5 6.4 2.7 6.5 

100+ & overseas 56.1 38.4 29.4 1.3 35.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of fathers 40 121 102 67 381 

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. Total columns include cases where data on 

amount of time spent with father are missing. 

Source:  HILDA Wave 7 
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Table 3.8: Separated mothers: Demographic characteristics by care group, 2004 (LSAC 

W1) 

  

Amount of time between father and study child Total 

No contact Limited time  Moderate 

time 
Shared or 

near shared 

care 

Age       

Mean 30.9 32.6 32.1 32.3 32.0 
SD 6.1 6.3 5.5 6.0 6.1 
Whether living with a 

partner       

Partnered 20.8 9.1 14.6 11.9 13.5 
Single 79.2 90.9 85.4 88.1 86.5 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Time since separation      

Up to 12 months 2.9 12.5 14.6 15.5 11.1 
13 to 24 months 3.5 14.6 24.7 25.0 15.6 
25 to 36 months 9.9 19.3 19.1 32.1 18.5 
Over 36 months 27.9 30.5 27.5 20.2 28.0 

Child never lived with PLE 55.8 23.1 14.0 7.1 26.8 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Distance from former 

partner (km)       
Less than 5km 5.2 21.1 23.6 42.9 20.5 
5-19km 8.7 19.1 31.5 32.1 21.2 
20-99km 13.9 21.8 30.3 22.6 22.1 
100-499km 8.1 14.8 8.4 1.2 10.1 
500 or more km or overseas 

37.0 19.1 4.5 1.2 17.7 
Don't know 27.2 4.0 1.7 - 8.5 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Time lived with other 

parent prior to 

separation(a)      

Never or less than 2 years 57.6 30.1 17.0 8.3 30.9 
2-5 years  25.0 25.0 21.5 27.4 24.4 
5-10 years  12.8 27.4 44.6 42.9 29.9 
More than 10 years  4.7 17.5 17.0 21.4 14.8 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Whether was legally 

married to other parent      

Yes, was married 18.0 41.7 61.8 52.4 42.3 
Not married but lived together 44.2 43.7 34.8 45.2 41.8 
Did not live together 37.8 14.6 3.4 2.4 15.9 
Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 
Number of mothers 172 295 178 84 729 
Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. 

Source:  LSAC 4-5 year cohort (wave 1, 2004) 

 

The following tables provide information about the educational attainment, employment 

status, financial circumstances and housing tenure of parents with the different care 

arrangements. The CFC-based trends for separated mothers and fathers (with a child under 18 

years old) are presented in Table 3.9 and Table 3.10 respectively, and the HILDA-based 
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trends for such parents are shown in Table 3.11 and Table 3.12.  The trends for separated 

mothers of young children in the LSAC study are presented in Table 3.13  

There is broad agreement across the three surveys on these socio-economic characteristics of 

mothers.  That is, mothers with shared or near shared care arrangements were the most likely, 

or among the most likely of the four groups, to have a degree and to be in paid work, and to 

have relatively high personal income. However, while the CFC and LSAC showed that 

mothers with shared care or near shared care arrangements had significantly higher median 

incomes than mothers whose child had no contact with the father, the HILDA data suggested 

that mothers whose child spent a moderate time with the father had the highest incomes.  

There is also some disagreement between the CFC and HILDA on the socio-economic 

characteristics of fathers according to the amount of time they spent with their children. 

Fathers with shared or near shared care arrangements had the highest education levels in both 

surveys. However, the CFC shows that employment and median income among fathers, and 

the probability that they owned or were buying their home, tended to increase with the 

amount of time that they spent with their child. In HILDA on the other hand, there was little 

significant difference between the employment rates, incomes and home ownership rates of 

fathers according to their care arrangements.
14

 

LSAC data show that mothers with shared or near shared care were the most likely of all 

groups to indicate that wages, salary or business proceeds formed their main source of 

income (rather than government benefits or Child Support) (45% vs 24ï27%) and these 

mothers, along with those whose child spent a moderate amount of time with the father, were 

the least likely of the four groups to indicate that they were either ñvery poorò, ñpoorò or ñjust 

getting alongò (51ï52% vs 58ï61%). HILDA data, however, suggest that mothers in shared 

care or near shared care arrangements were slightly more likely than other mothers to report 

instances of financial hardship. In addition, the proportion of fathers in HILDA who reported 

financial hardship did not vary significantly according to the amount of time that they spent 

with their child. It is important to note that these differences between the surveys (especially 

between the HILDA and the CFC) may be due to a number of technical factors, including 

sampling variation (associated with small sample sizes), and information used to derive the 

amount of time fathers spent with their children.  

                                                 

14
  The LSSF W1 2008 suggested that parents with equal care time arrangements had the highest median 

incomes of all groups, while those whose child never saw the father had lowest median incomes.  

Mothers with shared or equal care time were the most likely to have paid work, while the proportions of 

fathers with paid work did not vary across the care time groups to the same extent. Nevertheless, fathers 

with 1ï34% of nights, along with those who had 35ï47% of nights (a variant of shared care), were the 

most likely to have full-time paid work (81ï82%, compared with 75% with equal care time, and only 

64% who never saw their child).  The fathers who were least likely to have full-time paid work were 

those who cared for their child for most or all nights per year (Kaspiew et al. 2009) 
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Table 3.9: Separated mothers: Socio-economic characteristics by care group, 2003 (CFC 

W1) 

 

Amount of time between father and study child 

Total 

No contact Limited time Moderate time 
Shared or near 

shared care 

Education      

Degree or higher 18.6 17.5 23.1 28.3 20.2 

Other post-school 

qualification 31.9 25.4 30.8 21.7 27.4 

Year12 or lower (no 

qualification) 49.6 57.1 46.2 50.0 52.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Employment                       a    

Full-time 20.7 18.4 24.2 28.3 21.3 

Part-time 32.8 32.6 31.9 43.3 33.8 

Not employed 46.6 49.1 44.0 28.3 44.9 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Annual personal 

income      

Median $20,856  $21,358  $23,463  $23,453  $21,990 

Mean $24,582 
a
 $25,450 

a
  $35,279  $32,149  $27,804 

SD $14,461  $14,281  $48,045  $22,840  $24,914 

Housing tenure                     a     

Own outright or 

purchasing 31.4 42.4 50.6 53.3 42.6 

Renting 61.9 53.5 46.2 43.3 52.9 

Other 6.8 4.2 3.3 3.3 4.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of mothers 118 217 91 60 486 

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. 
a
  Difference between the group and shared care was statistically significant (p<=0.05) based on t-test for 

age of study child, age of fathers and personal income and on chi-square test for other variables.  

Source: CFC 2003 
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Table 3.10: Separated fathers: Socio-economic characteristics by care group, 2003 (CFC 

W1) 

 

Amount of time between father and study child  

No contact Limited time  Moderate time 

Shared or 

near shared 

care 

Total 

Education       

Degree or higher 8.6 20.2 16.3 22.9 17.5 

Other post-school 

qualification. 37.9 29.8 36.1 36.1 34.3 

Year12 or less (no 

qualification) 53.5 50.0 47.7 41.0 48.2 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Employment             a     

Full-time 60.3 72.4 73.3 70.0 69.9 

Part-time 6.9 10.5 11.6 16.7 11.3 

Not employed 32.8 17.1 15.1 13.3 18.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Annual personal 

income      

Median $26,743  $35,000  $40,000  $45,000  $37,000 

Mean $35,562 
a
 $35,930 

a
  $44,789  $56,863  $42,310 

SD $34,500  $23,104  $35,840  $53,827  $36,944 

Housing tenure a     

Own outright or 

purchasing   30.5   44.3 54.7 58.1 47.3 

Renting 52.5 41.5 33.7 32.3 39.6 

Other 17.0 14.2 11.6 9.7 13.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of fathers 59 106 86 63 314 

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. 
a
  Difference between the group and shared care was statistically significant (p<=0.05) based on t-test for 

age of study child, age of fathers and personal income and on chi-square test for other variables.  

Source:  CFC W1 2003 
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Table 3.11: Socio-economic characteristics of separated mothers by care group, 2003 

(HILDA W7)  

 

Amount of time between father and study child 

Total 

No contact Limited time  Moderate time 
Shared or near 

shared care 

Education      

Degree or higher 12.3 14.6 20.2 27.6 16.5 

Post-school diploma 9.1 15.0 15.8 5.3 12.3 

Post-school certificate 19.2 22.8 23.8 18.4 23.9 

Finished Year12  19.1 13.2 20.7 17.2 14.8 

Did not finish Year 12 40.2 34.3 19.6 31.5 32.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Employment       

Full-time 23.8 34.4 33.9 37.9 30.7 

Part-time 25.0 30.7 36.4 31.2 29.0 

Not employed 51.2 34.9 29.8 31.0 40.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Annual personal income      

Median 44205 54130 56805 45393 50748 

Mean 48443 63330 60873 58613 58914 

SD 24648 38768 31788 42376 38603 

Financial hardship      

Does not experience 44.5 55.8 56.8 69.2 53.4 

Experiences one instance 20.6 19.3 10.7 15.9 15.8 

Expereinces 2+ instances 34.9 24.9 32.5 15.0 30.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Housing tenure      

Own outright or 

purchasing 41.8 53.1 52.3 51.2 47.7 

Other 58.2 46.9 47.7 48.8 52.3 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of mothers 55 237 121 62 661 

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. Total column includes cases where data on 

amount of time spent with father are missing. 

Source: HILDA Wave 7 
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Table 3.12: Socio-economic characteristics of separated fathers by care group, 2003 

(HILDA W7)  

 

Amount of time between father and study child 

Total 

No contact Limited time  Moderate time 
Shared or near 

shared care 

Education      

Degree or higher 13.3 13.9 12.5 18.5 13.1 

Post-school diploma 3.8 7.7 5.0 0.8 7.3 

Post-school certificate 37.6 43.3 41.8 31.3 37.8 

Finished Year12  15.5 4.9 14.5 18.6 11.1 

Did not finish Year 12 29.8 30.2 26.2 30.8 30.7 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Employment       

Full-time 75.8 77.2 80.7 69.3 75.0 

Part-time 11.9 6.2 11.3 7.3 9.2 

Not employed 12.2 16.6 8.0 23.4 15.8 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Annual personal income      

Median 62793 51865 63711 58380 55197 

Mean 61893 64023 69662 75156 67021 

SD 40489 39491 41847 59966 45066 

Financial hardship      

Does not experience 66.8 59.0 61.6 55.2 56.5 

Experiences one instance 6.2 15.9 11.0 17.6 15.0 

Expereinces 2+ instances 27.1 25.0 27.8 27.2 28.5 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Housing tenure      

Own outright or 

purchasing 36.3 42.0 48.9 38.3 42.7 

Other 63.7 58.1 51.1 61.7 57.4 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of fathers 40 121 102 67 384 

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. Total column includes cases where data on 

amount of time spent with father are missing. 

Source:  HILDA Wave 7 

 



 

32 

Table 3.13: Separated mothers: Socio-economic characteristics by care group, LSAC 

 
Amount of time between father and child 

 

  

No contact Limited time Moderate time 
Shared or near 

shared care 
Total  

Education       

Degree or higher  8.1   12.8   15.7   22.6   13.5  

Other or no qualifications  91.9   87.3   84.3   77.4   86.5  
Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  
Employment      

Full-time  12.9   10.1   13.6   15.7   12.2  
Part-time  23.4   25.6   29.4   47.0   28.4  
Not employed  63.7   64.3   57.1   37.4   59.3  
Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  
Usual weekly personal 

income      

Median  407.5   476.3   499.0   510.0   466.5  
Mean  454.0   514.0   582.0   610.3   527.8  
SD  225.1   247.0   389.4   398.9   307.0  
Housing tenure      

Own outright or purchasing  22.0   31.5   33.7   33.3   30.0  
Renting  66.5   60.1   62.4   61.9   62.4  
Other  11.6   8.4   3.9   4.8   7.6  
Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  

Main source of Income      

Wages, salary or business  24.4   23.7   26.6   45.2   27.1  

Government payments  74.4   72.9   65.0   47.6   68.4  
Child support  1.2   3.1   8.5   6.0   4.3  
Other  -     0.3   -     1.2   0.3  
Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  

How family is getting 

along with respect to 

needs      

Prosperous/ very 

comfortable  9.8   10.4   8.5   10.7   9.9  
Reasonably comfortable  28.9   31.7   39.6   38.1   33.7  
Just getting along, poor or 

very poor  61.3   57.9   52.0   51.2   56.5  
Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  

Number of mothers  173   298   178   84   733  
Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. 

Source:  LSAC 4-5 year cohort (Wave 1, 2004) 

 

3.3 The inter-parental relationship and shared care 

An important aspect of post-separation parenting involves the ways in which parents manage 

their relationship with each other. This section, which is based on Wave 1 of LSAC (2004), 

briefly explores mothersô reports of the quality of their relationship with their childôs father, 

the extent to which they consult with him on major decisions that are relevant to the child, his 
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contributions to the childôs financial or material wellbeing, and his child care contributions 

when the mother has other commitments.   

Half of the separated mothers said that they got on ñvery wellò or ñwellò with the childôs 

father, with just one quarter indicating that they got on ñpoorlyò, ñvery poorlyò or ñbadlyò 

(Table 3.14). The quality of the inter-parental relationship was considerably more likely to be 

described in negative terms by those whose child never saw the father than by mothers in 

each of the three other groups.  Most probably, a poor quality inter-parental relationship often 

contributes to a loss of face-to-face contact between father and child, while loss of such 

contact may also contribute to the deterioration in the inter-parental relationship. Other 

factors, of course, may contribute to both outcomes (e.g., problems relating to mental health 

or substance misuse). Mothers with moderate or shared or near shared care were the least 

likely to provide unfavourable assessments of the quality of their relationship with their 

childôs father.  

A relatively high level of cooperative parenting was apparent among parents with shared or 

near shared care, in the sense that mothers with these care arrangements were the most likely 

of all groups to say they ñoftenò, ñalwaysò or ñalmost alwaysò asked their childôs father for 

his views when making major decisions that were relevant to the child (called ñshared 

parental responsibilityò). This was reported by 54% of mothers with shared or near shared 

care, 40% of those who child spent ñmoderate timeò with the father, and only 26% of those 

show child spent a ñlimited timeò with the father (26%). Such consultation was, of course, 

rare among those whose child never saw the father.  Nevertheless, 35% of mothers with 

shared or near shared care said that they ñrarelyò, ñneverò or ñalmost neverò consulted with 

the other parent. 

Not surprisingly, when asked about how often they disagreed with the other parent about 

basic child-rearing issues, nearly two-thirds of the mothers whose child never saw the father 

indicated that they did not discuss child-rearing issues at all. Of the three groups of mothers 

whose child saw the father, much the same proportions indicated that they ñoftenò, ñalwaysò 

or ñnearly alwaysò disagreed with the father on these matters (29ï33%). However, a lower 

proportion of mothers with shared or near shared care stated that such disagreements 

occurred ñrarelyò, ñalmost neverò, or ñneverò, compared with mothers whose child saw the 

father for moderate or limited periods (29% vs 34ï37%).  Such trends suggest that there is 

considerable variation among parents with shared or near shared care regarding the nature of 

the inter-parental relationship, with some being considerably more collaborative than others.  

The same is true for other parents whose child spends limited or moderate time with the 

father. 

Just under one in five of the separated mothers said that there was ñoftenò, ñalwaysò or 

ñalmost alwaysò anger or hostility between themselves and the other parent. Again, the 

reports of mothers whose child never saw the father differ from those of other mothers 

because many of former group had no contact with the childôs other parent. The patterns of 

answers of mothers in the three other groups (where the child spent time with the father) were 

fairly similar, with 18ï22% reporting that the relationship ñoftenò, ñalwaysò or ñalmost 

alwaysò entailed anger.  Nevertheless, compared with mothers whose child spent a limited 

amount of time with the father, mothers with shared or near shared care and those whose 

child spent a ñmoderateò amount of time with the father were more likely to indicate that 

such feelings occurred ñrarely, ñalmost neverò or ñneverò (48ï50% vs 42%). Table 3.15 

summarises mothersô reports concerning the fathersô financial or material support for the 

child. Three-quarters of mothers indicated that they had a child support agreement with the 

other parent, with this being least likely when the child never saw the father (55% had a child 



 

34 

support agreement), followed by those with shared or near shared care (72% had a child 

support agreement). 

Apart from meeting child support obligations, the father can contribute through providing 

occasional money, helping with bills, or buying various items for the child. Table 3.15 shows 

that, according to mothers, such contributions were most likely to be experienced among 

families with shared or near shared care. This trend was most apparent in relation to: (a) the 

buying of clothes, toys or presents for the child (38% of mothers with shared or near shared 

care said that the father did this ñoftenò, compared to 26% of mothers whose child spent a 

moderate time with the father and 18% of those whose child spent a limited time with the 

father) and (b) the provision of extra money to help with the childôs childcare, preschool or 

school expenses (where such support was seen as ñoftenò occurring by 21% of mothers with 

shared or near shared care, and only 9% of those whose child saw the father for a moderate 

and limited time ).  

Fathers can provide further assistance by looking after the child while the mother works, 

studies or attends appointments. This also appeared to be most likely to occur in families with 

shared or near shared care families: 33% of mothers with these arrangements reported that the 

father ñoftenò helped out in this way, compared with 17% of those whose child spent a 

moderate time with the father, and 11% of those whose child spent a limited time with the 

father).  

Together, these data suggest that that there is considerable diversity in the ways families 

function within and across the care groups. While parents with shared care or near shared 

care seemed more likely than other groups to have a collaborative parental relationship on 

some dimensions, there was also evidence that some parents with shared or near shared care 

arrangements were not getting along at all well.  Similarly, while fathers with shared or near 

shared care appeared to be the most likely of all groups to contribute in tangible ways to the 

upbringing of the child, a significant proportion of fathers with these arrangements were not 

contributing in these ways. 

Table 3.16 shows both fathersô and mothersô reports of child support payments as recorded in 

Wave 7 of the HILDA. The large discrepancy in father and mother reports of child support 

payments is notable. However, both groups are in agreement that the incidence of child 

support payment/receipt was lowest where the father had no contact with the child, and 

highest where the father had moderate time with the child. Average payments among those 

paying were also lowest among the óno contactô groupô and highest in the ómoderate timeô 

group. When viewed as a percentage of household income, there was little variation in 

fathersô reports of child support payments across the four groups. Among mothers in the 

ómoderate timeô group who received child support, it equalled a quarter of net household 

income. Among mothers in the óshared or near shared careô group, it equalled less than a fifth 

of net household income. 
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Table 3.14: The nature of the inter-parental relationship by care group, LSAC 

 Amount of time between father and child 

  

No contact Limited time 
Moderate 

time 

Shared or 

near shared 

care Total  

How well gets along with childôs other 

parent      

Very well or well  19.0   55.8   59.0   52.4   49.9  

Neither well nor poorly  27.6   19.7   23.0   28.6   23.1  

Poorly, very poorly or badly  53.5   24.5   18.0   19.1   27.1  

      

How often ask other parent their views 

about major decisions relevant to the 

child      

Often, always or almost always  5.2   25.8   39.9   53.6   28.2  

Sometimes  2.0   10.1   15.2   11.9   9.8  

Rarely, almost never or never  92.9   64.1   44.9   34.5   62.0  

      

How often disagree with other parent 

about basic child-rearing issues      

Often, always or almost always  13.6   31.2   28.7   33.3   27.0  

Sometimes  3.9   21.5   28.1   36.9   21.1  

Rarely, almost never or never  18.7   34.2   36.5   28.6   30.8  

Donôt discuss  63.9   13.1   6.7   1.2   21.1  

      

How often is there anger or hostility 

between respondent and other parent      

Often, always or almost always  12.3   22.0   19.7   17.9   18.8  

Sometimes  9.0   33.1   30.3   32.1   27.1  

Rarely, almost never or never  23.2   41.9   48.3   50.0   40.4  

No contact  55.5   3.0   1.7   -     13.7  

Number of mothers 173 298 178 84 733 

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups.  

Source:  LSAC 4-5 year cohort (Wave 1, 2004) 
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Table 3.15: Contributions made by childôs other parent by care group, LSAC 

 Amount of time between father and child 

  

No 

contact 

Limited 

time 

Moderate 

time 

Shared or 

near shared 

care Total  

Whether has child support agreement       

Yes  54.7   78.6   88.6   72.0   75.2  

No  45.3   21.5   11.4   28.1   24.8  

Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  

      

Child support received last month ($) 

(includes those who received no child 

support)   Mean  $72   $168   $271  $239   $184  

SD  169   266   312   344   282  

How often other parenté       

Buys clothes, toys or presents for child      

Often  1.9   17.9   25.9   37.5   18.5  

Sometimes  7.1   29.7   40.6   42.5   28.8  

Rarely or never  91.0   52.4   33.5   20.0   52.7  

Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  

Pays for child's medical or dental bills, 

health insurance or medicines      

Often  0.7   5.2   7.6   13.9   5.8  

Sometimes  2.0   10.4   12.9   19.0   10.1  

Rarely or never  97.4   84.4   79.5   67.1   84.1  

Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  

Gives extra money for child's 

childcare, preschool or school expenses      

Often  0.7   8.7   9.4   20.7   8.5  

Sometimes  2.6   9.7   9.4   15.9   8.8  

Rarely or never  96.7   81.7   81.2   63.4   82.7  

Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  

Gives extra money to help out, like pay 

the rent, household bills or car repairs      

Often  0.7   6.5   5.1   7.3   5.0  

Sometimes  1.3   11.0   10.3   7.3   8.3  

Rarely or never  98.1   82.5   84.6   85.4   86.8  

Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  

Looks after the child while you work, 

study or attend appointments      

Often  -     11.0   16.6   32.9   12.5  

Sometimes  2.0   15.8   22.9   21.5   15.2  

Rarely or never  98.0   73.3   60.6   45.6   72.4  

Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  

Number of mothers  173   298   178   84   733  

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. Frequency counts differ slightly across items 

due to small numbers of mothers reporting ñnot neededò or ñdonôt knowò to the questions above.  

Source:  LSAC 4-5 year cohort (Wave 1, 2004) 
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Table 3.16: Father and mother reports of child care payments by childôs father, by care 

group, HILDA Wave 7 

 Amount of time between father and child 

  

No 

contact 

Limited 

time 

Moderate 

time 

Shared or 

near shared 

care Total  

Father report - child support paid      

 Yes 63.9 85.7 92.6 66.7 81.0 

No 36.1 14.3 7.5 33.3 10.0 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

      

Mean monthly payment (all) 307 557 688 406 480 

SD 447 645 550 608 591 

Mean monthly payment (among those 

paying) 481 650 743 608 631 

SD 479 652 535 657 603 

Per cent income (among those paying) 9.3 12.1 13.8 12.4 12.1 

SD 8.1 10.4 9.3 12.4 10.6 

      

Mother report - child support received      

 Yes 28.5 51.1 67.1 42.9 51.4 

No 71.5 48.9 32.9 57.1 48.6 

Total  100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0   100.0  

      

Mean monthly receipt (all) 130 256 451 308 228 

SD 355 440 603 536 448 

Mean (among those receiving) 459 500 672 719 275 

SD 549 506 627 615 306 

Per cent income (among those receiving) 12.4 11.5 18.7 16.2 13.4 

SD 20.3 13.2 25.1 17.1 18.0 

      

Number of fathers 40 121 102 67 384 

Number of mothers 55 237 121 62  661  

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups.  

Source: HILDA Wave 7 

 

3.4 Transitions into and out of shared care 

Table 3.1 showed that shared care was most likely to take place for children who were in 

their primary school or early teen years. Waves 1 and 2 of LSAC provide the opportunity to 

examine changes in care patterns for children who are entering their primary school years. 

These children were 4-5 years old in Wave 1 and 6ï7 years in Wave 2. A simple cross-

sectional analysis shows that 11% of 4ï5 year olds whose father lived elsewhere were in 

shared or near shared care. At 6ï7 years old, 15% of children were in this situation.
15

 Table 

3.17 shows the transitions into and out of the four different care arrangements for all children 

whose father lived elsewhere across the two year periods, along with the care arrangements 

for children who were living with both parents at age 4ï5 years and had experienced parental 

                                                 

15
  Some of this apparent difference could be because of selective attrition, as Wave 2 response rates were 

relatively low for single mothers who had no contact with the parent living elsewhere. However, even if 

the sample at age 4-5 years is restricted to those who went on to respond at age 6-7years, there is an 

apparent increase in the proportion in near shared care, with a recalculated estimate of 12% in near 

shared care for the 4-5 year olds.  
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separation by age 6ï7 years. Omitted from this analysis are children whose families did not 

participate in Wave 2 and those whose parents were separated in Wave 1 but had apparently 

reconciled by Wave 2. 

Most of the children who experienced parental separation between age 4ï5 years and 6ï7 

years (and who were not in the care of their father for most or all of the time), were either in 

the care of their father for a limited or moderate amount of time when 6ï7 years old (35% 

and 30% respectively).  Nevertheless, a relatively high proportion ï one-quarter ï were in 

shared or near shared care during this period. Only 9% never saw their father.  

There was considerable apparent stability in the care arrangements experienced by children 

whose parents were separated during both periods, although the extent to which the same 

arrangements applied in both waves varied inversely with the amount of time the child spent 

with the father.
 16

  That is, children who had no face-to-face contact with their father when 

aged 4ï5 years were the most likely of all the groups to be in the same situation when aged 

6ï7 years (79%), while the following proportions of children with other care arrangements in 

Wave 1 had the same arrangements in Wave 2: 70% of those with limited time with their 

father, 61% of those who spent a moderate time with their father, and 55% of those in shared 

or near shared care.  In other words, the shared or near shared care arrangement appeared to 

be the least stable.  However, it needs to be pointed out that no information was available 

about the overall length of time that children had been in the different care arrangements by 

the time they were 4ï5 years old. This finding is borne out by analysis of the first seven 

waves of the HILDA data, which shows that most periods of shared care or near shared care 

appeared to last for just one wave of the data (that is, a year or less), with relatively few 

lasting through two or more waves.  

Changes in care arrangements tended to involve movements to ñadjacentò arrangements, that 

is, arrangements that involved the least change. For example, of the children who were 

experiencing shared or near shared care when aged 4ï5 years, 34% were seeing their father 

for a moderate amount of time when aged 6ï7 years, 9% were spending a limited amount of 

time with him and another 2% were not seeing him at all. There was some movement into the 

shared or near shared care, primarily involving children who were previously spending a 

moderate amount of time with their father. The net increase in the overall incidence of shared 

or near shared care arrangements for all children aged 6ï7 years whose father lived elsewhere 

(including those with shared or near shared care) appears to be because of the inflow of 

children with more recently separated parents, rather than any tendency for others to increase 

childrenôs time with their father.  

                                                 

16
  Some childrenôs arrangements may have changed during the two-year period, but by Wave 2, had 

reverted to those that were apparent in Wave 1.  Thus, the level of apparent stability may represent an 

over-estimate of actual stability, although it seems reasonable to suggest that the over-estimate would be 

small. For succinctness, the discussion assumes that arrangements that were identical during the two 

waves of data collection did not change at all over the two-year interval between waves. 
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Table 3.17 Changes in care arrangements of children in two years between age 4-5 years 

and age 6-7 years 

 Child has a parent living elsewhere at age 6-7 years - contact groups 

 No contact Limited ime 

Moderate 

time  

Shared or 

near shared 

Total with 

PLE 

Child lives with both parents at 4-5 

but does not at 6-7 years  9.4   34.9   30.2   25.5   100.0  

Child has a parent living elsewhere 

at both waves  - care group at age 4-

5 years  19.8   38.9   29.1   12.3   100.0  

No contact  79.2   15.6   4.2   1.0   100.0  

Limited time  10.1   70.1   17.9   1.9   100.0  

Moderate time   1.5   22.5   60.9   15.2   100.0  

Shared or near shared  1.5   9.2   33.9   55.4   100.0  

Total has PLE at age 6-7 years  17.4   38.0   29.3   15.3   100.0  

Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. 

Source:  LSAC 4-5 year cohort, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006) 

 

While a range of factors would influence parentsô decisions about care arrangements, it is 

difficult to identify a common set of variables that predicts changes in these care 

arrangements, given the small number of responding families with the different care 

arrangements ï especially shared or near shared care (N = 84). An examination of several 

factors in the LSAC data led to no clear identifying characteristics relating to the family, 

mother or child that could predict those children with each of the four different care-time 

arrangements (taken separately) whose time with their father either increased, decreased or 

remained apparently stable over the two year period. Of course, any change for children who 

were not seeing their father at all in Wave 1 could only occur in one direction. In this 

analysis, a small number of children who were in shared or near shared care in Wave 1 were 

in the care of their father for most or all of the time in Wave 2. The characteristics of these 

children and their families were not examined in this analysis.  

The analysis focused on the arrangement outcomes that were apparent in Wave 2 (i.e., when 

the children were 6ï7 years old). The interval between separation and Wave 2 interview 

appears to be one important predictor of care arrangements. Table 3.18 shows the extent and 

nature of any change that occurred in relation to each care arrangement experienced by 

children whose parents had been separated for 2 to nearly 4 years (i.e., when the child was 

approximately 2ï4 years old), 4 to nearly 5 years (i.e., when the child was approximately 1ï2 

years old) and more than 5 years (i.e., before or only a very short period after the child was 

born). The children whose arrangements were most likely to be stable over the two-year 

period were those whose parents had been separated for more than 5 years or since the child 

was born. Overall 82% were in the same care arrangement at age 4ï5 years and 6ï7 years, 

compared with 64ï65% of those whose parents separated more recently.  

For nearly two-thirds of the children whose parents had been separated for the longest period 

of time (before or soon after the child was born), time with father remained either limited or 

did not occur at all, compared with only 39% of children whose parents had been separated 

for 4 to nearly 5 years (when the child was around 1ï2 years old), and only 26% of those 

whose parents had separated for 2 to nearly 4 years (when the child was around 2ï4 years 

old).   

Another 15% of children whose parents had separated for more than 5 years or since the child 

was born apparently continued to experience moderate levels of contact. This situation was 
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experienced by much the same proportion of children whose parents had been separated for 4 

to nearly 5 years (16%) and by a slightly higher proportion of children whose parents had 

been separated more recently (23%). The latter children (who were the oldest of the three 

groups of children when parental separation occurred) were also the most likely of these 

groups to have apparently continued to experience shared or near shared care over the period 

investigated (16%), while those whose parents had been separated for more than five years or 

since the child was born were the least likely to experience apparently stable shared or near 

shared care arrangements (3%).  

It seems reasonable to suggest that this pattern of trends relates to age of the child when 

parental separation took place and the associated level of investment that the father had in the 

childôs life by the time separation took place. Some of the fathers who were not living with 

the mother when the child was born may have never lived with the mother and may have 

developed little attachment to the child.  In addition, infantsô time with the father is likely to 

be limited for practical reasons, especially where the infant is being breastfed. Where 

separation occurs when the child is at least two years old, shared or near shared care is likely 

to be more practical and an arrangement that fathers may be more likely to seek, given their 

increased opportunity to have already developed a strong bond with the child. 

Table 3.18: Increases and decreases in care by time since separation, LSAC Wave 2 

 Interval between separation and Wave 2 interview 

 2 up to 4 years 

4 up to 5 

years 

More than 5 

years or since 

birth Total 

Total with no apparent change in arrangements 64.4 64.6 81.7 74.5 

Total with changed arrangements 35.6 35.4 18.3 24.5 

     

Continued to have no or limited time 26.1 38.5 64.4 50.8 

Decreased to no or limited time 12.2 13.5 4.4 7.9 

Increased to moderate time 7.0 11.5 7.5 8.1 

Continued to have moderate time 22.6 15.6 14.6 16.6 

Decreased to moderate time 6.1 7.3 2.7 4.4 

Increased to shared or near shared care 10.4 3.1 3.7 5.1 

Continued to have shared or near shared care 15.7 10.4 2.7 7.1 

Total 100.0 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of observations 115 96 295 506 

Source:  LSAC 4-5 year cohort, Wave 1 (2004) and Wave 2 (2006) 

 

3.5 How contact arrangements were developed 

There are a number of different ways in which care arrangements are likely to be developed 

by parents.  For example, decisions for the child to experience shared or near shared care are 

likely to be made by both (rather than one) parent, whereas this may be less the case where 

fathers spend little if any time with their child. This issue is explored in this section with the 

use of data from CFC. Respondents were asked to indicate whether the care arrangements 

were made mainly by themselves, by the childôs other parent, by both parents together, by the 

child, or whether the arrangement was the result of a court order, or ñjust happenedò (or came 

about in the absence of any apparent decision-making process).  This question was not asked 

of parents whose child never saw the father. Table 3.19 shows that patterns of answers 

provided by fathers and mothers whose child saw the father for a limited or moderate amount 

of time and by those who were experiencing shared or near shared care.  

A fairly similar pattern of answers was provided by mothers and fathers. Around half the 

mothers and fathers in the total sample indicated that the arrangements for their child were 
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mainly developed between themselves, and nearly one quarter indicated that they were made 

by one parent only, with fathers being more likely than mothers to state that the mother made 

the decision.  Only 15% of fathers and 8% of mothers said that the arrangements occurred 

through a court order, 5ï8% indicated that the decision was mainly made by the child, and 

6% of fathers and 14% of mothers said that the arrangements ñjust happenedò or came about 

without in the absence of any apparent decision-making process. 

Most parents with shared or near shared care reported that their arrangements resulted from 

joint decision-making (60% of fathers and 67% of mothers), and these parents were more 

likely than their counterparts whose child saw the father for a limited amount of time to 

indicate that their care arrangements were developed between themselves. In relation to the 

other main pathways leading to the arrangements that were in place, there were no consistent 

patterns between fathers and mothers with shared or near shared care and those whose child 

spends limited or moderate time with the father.  

Table 3.19: The main ways that contact arrangements were developed for study child, 

separated fathers and mothers, 2003 (CFC W1) 

  

Amount of time between father and child  
All  

 Limited Moderate 
Shared or near 

shared care 

Fathers' reports        

One parent  25.5 23.3 17.5 22.8 
    The father (or self) 1.9 3.5 3.2 2.8 
    The mother 23.6 19.8 14.3 20.0 
Both of you 38.7 a 50.0 60.3 47.8 
The children 12.3 1.2 a 11.1 8.2 
Court order 13.2 23.3 a 6.4 14.9 
No real decision, just happened 10.4 2.3 4.8 6.3 

Total 100.1 100.1 100.1 100.0 

Number of fathers 106 86 63 255 

Mothers' reports        

One parent 33.0 a 21.0 16.2 23.9 
    The father 12.9 5.5 8.3 10.3 
    The mother (or self) 16.1 12.1 6.7 13.6 
Both of you 41.9  a 54.9 66.7 49.2 
The children 4.6 2.2 8.3 4.6 
Court order 6.0 14.3 6.7 8.2 
No real decision, just happened 18.4 a 11.0 3.3 14.1 

Total 99.9 100.0 100.0 100.0 

Number of mothers 217 91 60 368 

Notes: See Table 3.2for the classifications of four care groups. 

 Parents whose study child had no contact with the parent living elsewhere were not asked of the 

question.  
a
  The difference in the proportion of parents with this time arrangement differed significantly from the 

proportion of parents with shared or near shared care (p<=0.05). This analysis was based on chi-square test, 

when all other main ways were combined.  

Source: CFC 2003. 

 

3.6 Parentsô views about their care arrangements  

This section, which is based on CFC data, examines views of parents about the flexibility and 

workability of their care arrangements for each party (mother, father and child).  Parents 

whose child had no contact with the father were not asked about the flexibility of their 

arrangements.  
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Most fathers and mothers (71% and 88% respectively) whose child spent at least some time 

with father considered their arrangements to be flexible (i.e., ñvery flexibleò or ñfairly 

flexibleò).
17

 Figure 3.1 shows parentsô views about the flexibility of their arrangements 

according to care group. A great majority of fathers and mothers (81% and 88%) in shared or 

near shared care reported that their arrangements were flexible. For mothers, views about the 

flexibility of their care arrangements did not vary significantly with the amount of time that 

their child spent with the father. However, fathers with shared or near shared care were more 

likely than fathers with limited or moderate time with their study child to indicate that their 

arrangements were flexible (81% compared to 66ï68%).
18

 

Figure 3.1: Proportion of non-resident fathers and resident mothers who reported the 

arrangement as ñvery flexibleò or ñfairly flexibleò by care arrangements 
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Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of the care groups. The number of fathers and mothers for each 

group who answered the questions are shown in parentheses. Parents whose study child never saw the other 

parent were not asked this question. In total, 3% of non-resident fathers and 9% of resident mothers did not 

respond to the question or expressed uncertainty about the issue. These parents were excluded from the analysis. 

* Indicates that the difference between the group in question and those with the shared or near shared care group 

is statistically significant based on chi-square test (p ¢ .05).  

 

Parents in the CFC W1 2003 were also asked to indicate whether they believed that their care 

arrangements were working for themselves, the other parent, and their study child.
19

 Most 

fathers and mothers considered that their arrangements were working well (i.e., ñreally wellò 

or ñfairly wellò) for the mother (92% and 82%), for the father (60% and 84%), and for their 

study child (65% and 75%). Compared with mothers, fathers were more likely to consider 

that their arrangements were working well for the mother, but less likely to believe that these 

arrangements were working well for themselves and for their study child. 

                                                 

17
  Parents whose child spent at least some time with the father were asked whether their current 

arrangements for their study child to see the parent living elsewhere were flexible or inflexible.  Further 

probing was then initiated to assess whether parents viewed the arrangements as ñvery flexibleò, ñfairly 

flexibleò, ñneither flexible nor inflexibleò, ñfairly inflexibleò or ñvery inflexibleò.  

18
  In the LSSF W1 2009, most mothers and fathers reported that their arrangements were flexible. Parents 

with the majority of care time were more likely to view the arrangements as flexible than those with the 

minority of care time, and of those with shared care, fathers were more likely than mothers to describe 

the arrangements as flexible (80ï82% vs 71ï75%) (Kaspiew 2009).  

19
  Parents were asked to indicate whether their contact arrangements or shared parenting arrangements were 

working ñreally wellò, ñfairly wellò, ñnot so wellò or ñbadlyò for themselves, their study childôs other 

parent, and their study child (taken separately). 
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Figure 3.2 a-Figure 3.2c show parentsô views of the workability of their care arrangements 

for mother, father and child, according to the amount of time that the child saw the father. 

Fathers and mothers with shared or near shared care tended to express positive views about 

such matters (88ï97% reported that the arrangements were working for mother, father and 

study child (taken separately)). 

Mothers with shared or near shared care, along with mothers whose child had moderate time 

with the father, were more likely than their counterparts whose child had limited or no time 

with the father to believe that their arrangements were working well for themselves (91ï94% 

vs 77ï78%). However, fathersô views about whether their arrangements were working for the 

mother varied little according to the amount of time that the fathers spent with their children 

(89ï94% maintained that the arrangements were working well for the mother). 

Mothersô and fathersô views about the workability of arrangements for the father and for the 

child varied to a greater extent according to the care arrangements in place than was the case 

for views about the workability of these arrangements for the mother.  Furthermore, the views 

of fathers on these matters varied to a greater extent according to care arrangements than was 

apparent for the views of mothers. 

Regarding workability for the father, the more time that fathers spent with their children, the 

more likely were these men to report that their arrangements were working well for 

themselves. Such views were expressed by 91% of fathers with shared or near shared care, 

70% of those with moderate time, 62% of those with limited time, and only 8% of those who 

never saw their child.  The same direction of trends was apparent for mothersô views about 

the workability of care arrangements for the father, although most mothers in all groups 

provided favourable assessments, and mothers in each group were more likely than their male 

counterparts to indicate such views. Specifically, favourable views were expressed by 97% of 

mothers with shared or near shared care, 90% of those whose child had moderate time with 

the father, 85% of those whose child had limited contact, and 66% of those whose child never 

saw the father. 

The general direction of trends in assessments of the workability of care arrangements for the 

study child was similar to that regarding the workability of care arrangements for the father ï 

especially from the fathersô perspective. Specifically, fathers with shared or near shared care 

were the most likely to believe that their arrangements were working well for their child 

(91%), followed by fathers with moderate or limited time with their child (70% and 66% 

respectively), while only a minority of fathers with no contact with their child held this view 

(22%).  Among mothers, such favourable views were expressed by similar proportions of 

those who had shared or near shared care and those whose child spent a moderate time with 

the father and by similar proportions of those whose child spent a limited time or no time 

with the father. However, the former two groups (where the father had moderate, shared or 

near shared care) were more likely than the latter two groups (where the father had limited or 

no time with the child) to believe that the arrangements were working well for their child 

(88ï91% vs 68ï71%).
20

  

                                                 

20
  The LSSF W1 2008 tapped the perceived workability of ñparenting arrangementsò for father, mother and 

child. Compared with parents with the minority of care time, those with the majority of care time were 

more likely to believe that the arrangements worked well for themselves and less likely to believe that 

they worked well for their childôs other parent. Among those with shared care, fathers were more likely 

than mothers to believe that the arrangements were working well for them and for their child, with the 

former of these two trends (regarding ñpersonal workabilityò being the stronger). 
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Figure 3.2: Percentage reporting current parenting arrangements worked ñreally wellò 

or òfairly wellò for each party, by care arrangement of study child 
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(b) For father: 
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(c) For study child: 
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Notes: See Table 3.2 for the classifications of four care groups. The number of fathers and mothers for each 

group who answered the questions are shown in brackets. Parents who did not respond to the question or 

expressed uncertainty were excluded from the analysis. The following percentages of parents were excluded: 

workability for mother ï 28% of fathers and 14% of mothers; workability for father ï 9% of fathers and 34% of 

mothers; workability for study child ï 17% of fathers and 17% of mother. Higher proportions of fathers and 

mothers whose child never saw father were excluded due to non-response or expressions of uncertainty. 

* Indicates that the difference between the group and those in ñFather with 104+ nightsò group is statistically 

significant based on chi-square test (p ¢ .05).  

 

In summary, fathers and mothers with shared or near shared care tended to hold favourable 

views about their care arrangements for their study child.  The majority reported that the 

arrangements were flexible and were working for each party (mother, father and study child, 
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taken separately). Fathers with shared or near shared care were more likely than fathers who 

had less time with their study child to hold favourable views about the workability of their 

care arrangements for themselves and for their study child.  The vast majority of fathers in all 

care groups believed that the arrangements were working well for the mother. The views of 

mothers with shared or near shared care tended to be similar to those of mothers whose child 

spent a moderate amount of time with the father. In general, these two groups were more 

likely to provide favourable assessments of the workability of their care arrangements for 

each party, compared with mothers whose child spent no or limited time with the father.  

3.7 Childrenôs care arrangements and developmental progress 

The analysis in this section, which examines the relationship between care arrangements and 

childrenôs developmental progress, is based on data from Wave 2 of LSAC concerning the 

elder of the two cohorts of children (the ñK cohortò, aged 6ï7 years in Wave 2).  A range of 

developmental progress measures was available in Wave 2, including teachersô and childrenôs 

own reports of the childôs wellbeing.
 
Given the small number of cases in some of the care 

groups, much of the analysis in this section on childrenôs developmental progress was then 

repeated when Wave 1 data for this cohort of children (the ñK cohortò, when aged 4ï5 years 

old) and Wave 3 data for the younger cohort (the ñB cohortò, when aged 4ï5 years old) were 

combined (see Appendix A).  This supplementary analysis was undertaken to assess the 

robustness of the findings outlined in this section. 

Attention is largely directed to two aspects of childrenôs developmental progress: their socio-

emotional progress, as measured by the Strengths and Difficulties Questionnaire (SDQ) 

(Goodman, 2001), completed by mothers, and childrenôs receptive language development, as 

measured by the Peabody Picture Vocabulary Test (PPVT) (Dunn & Dunn, 1997).  In 

addition, results of analysis of teachersô reports and of the mothersô reports concerning other 

aspects of their childôs progress are briefly summarised. 

It is important to note that the focus in this section is on associations between care 

arrangements and childrenôs developmental progress rather than on the impact of care 

arrangements on the children. More sophisticated methods would be required to examine 

causation, and the small number of children in each of the care groups examined makes such 

analysis problematic.  

Figure 3.3 shows the extent to which childrenôs mean SDQ scores (based on parentsô ratings) 

vary (a) according to whether or not they had a parent living elsewhere (ñpleò) (shown in the 

two sets of bars on the right hand side) and (b) according the care arrangements they 

experienced if their parents had separated (shown in the four sets of bars on the left hand 

side). A higher score on the SDQ scale suggests a greater number of socio-emotional 

difficulties.  

The mean score for children with a parent living elsewhere was considerably higher than that 

for children in intact families. Although the mean scores for children with separated parents 

tended to decrease with increasing time with their father (to the point at which the child spent 

a moderate amount of time with him), there was a great deal of variation in total SDQ scores 

within each care group.  As a result, the mean scores did not vary significantly across the care 

groups.  

Any developmental differences between the children in the different care arrangements may 

be largely explained by systematic differences in the circumstances (other than care 

arrangements) of families in which these children are raised. For example, Section 3.2 

showed that children with shared or near shared care had mothers and fathers with relatively 

high socio-economic status and some of the experiences linked with high socio-economic 



 

46 

circumstances may contribute to better developmental outcomes for these children. 

Therefore, multivariate analysis that takes into account some of the mothersô socio-economic 

and other demographic characteristics was conducted. Specifically, the analysis controlled for 

the age and educational level of the mother, along with an indicator of her mental health, as 

well as their childôs age and sex. No account was taken of the circumstances of the fathers, 

even though the strength of the relationship between fathersô circumstances and their childôs 

developmental progress may increase with increases in the amount of time that fathers spend 

with their child.
21

 

It is also likely that a range of family process variables, including the quality of the 

relationships between the parents and between the child and each parent, will be important 

factors contributing to how well children fare in different post-separation care arrangements. 

A few quite simplistic measures were available concerning the inter-parental relationship. 

The analysis here focuses on three indicators of co-parenting based on mothersô reports: (a) 

whether there is often, always or almost always anger or hostility between parents [here 

called ñhostile relationshipò] (2) whether the parents get along poorly, very poorly or badly 

[here called a ñbad relationshipò] and (3) whether the parents had no contact with each other 

[called ñno contact between parentsò]. 

Three multivariate models were introduced. The first examined the effects of the care 

arrangements net of the childôs age and sex.  The second added the effects of three measures 

of the inter-parental relationship, and the third added the effects of the motherôs socio-

economic and other demographic measures. 

Table 3.20 shows that no significant differences in the SDQ scores of children in the different 

care arrangements were apparent in any of these three models.  When all the factors were 

taken into account (i.e., the third model), differences in SDQ scores were apparent according 

to the childôs sex, mothersô rating of their financial wellbeing and mothersô age and 

educational level.  Relatively poor progress, as measured by the SDQ, was apparent for boys; 

for children whose mothers were no more than 30 years old; for those whose mothers had left 

school prematurely; and for those whose mothers considered that they were at best ñjust 

getting byò financially. In the second model, a hostile inter-parental relationship was 

associated with relatively high SDQ scores (suggesting poorer progress) for the children. 

However, this effect was no longer significant when the various characteristics of the mother 

were introduced. 

                                                 

21
  In many cases, information about the father was not available.   
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Figure 3.3: Socio-emotional difficulties at age 6-7 years children with a parent living 

elsewhere (LSAC Wave 2, 2006) 

 

Notes: A higher score equates to more socio-emotional difficulties. This is as derived from responses of the 

childôs primary carer. 95% confidence intervals are shown. 

Source:  LSAC 6-7 years cohort, Wave 2 (2006) 
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Table 3.20: Multivariate analysis of SDQ Total Difficulties at age 6-7 years, children 

with a parent living elsewhere (LSAC Wave 2, 2006) 

 Simple 95% CI Plus 

relationship 

95% CI Plus other 

family 

 95% CI 

Care group=no 

contact 

0.7 (-0.8,2.2) 0.1 (-1.8,1.9) -0.2 (-2.1,1.6) 

Care 

group==limited 

time 

0.6 (-0.7,1.9) 0.6 (-0.7,1.9) 0.3 (-0.9,1.6) 

Care 

group==moderate 

time 

0.1 (-1.2,1.5) 0.1 (-1.2,1.5) 0.0 (-1.3,1.3) 

(reference=shared 

or near shared care) 

      

Bad quality 

relationship  

  -0.9 (-2.0,0.2) -0.7 (-1.8, 0.4) 

Hostile relationship   1.5* (0.2,2.9) 1.2 (-0.1,2.5) 

No contact between 

parents 

  1.3 (-0.2,2.9) 1.0 (-0.5,2.6) 

Boy (relative to girl) 1.4** (0.5,2.2) 1.3** (0.4,2.2) 1.3** (0.5,2.1) 

Childôs age, months 0.0 (-0.1,0.2) 0.0 (-0.1,0.2) 0.0 (-0.1,0.1) 

Financially: Just 

getting 

along/poor/very poor 

(relative to 

reasonably 

comfortable or 

better) 

    2.0***  (1.2,2.9) 

Mother low mental 

health (K6) 

    1.4 (-0.3,3.3) 

Mother aged < =30 

years 

    1.9***  (0.9,2.9) 

(Maternal education-: 

reference=incomplete 

secondary) 

      

Complete secondary 

with/without post-

school 

diploma/certificate 

    -1.2* (-2.2,-0.2) 

Bachelor degree or 

higher 

    -0.7 (-2.,0.6) 

Constant 8.5***  (7.3,9.7) 8.4***  (7.2,9.6) 8.0***  (6.6,9.5) 

Number of 

observations 

638  638  638  

R-square 0.02  0.03  0.09  

Notes:  * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 

Source:  LSAC 6-7 years cohort, Wave 2 (2006) 

 

Figure 3.4 provides mean scores on one aspect of childrenôs cognitive development: their 

receptive language ability, as measured by the PPVT. A higher score suggests superior 

performance.  The pair of bars on the right hand side suggest that the average progress of the 

children without a parent living elsewhere was considerably greater than that of children with 

a parent living elsewhere.  While the four bars on the left hand side suggest that children of 

separated parents who had more contact with their father had higher average PPVT scores, 

there was a great deal of variation in the scores of children within each group.  As a result, 

differences across the care groups were not statistically significant.  

However, the multivariate results show significant variation in the PPVT scores of children in 

some care groups. Specifically, the children who never saw their father had slightly lower 
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scores than those with shared or near shared care when the effects of the childôs sex and age 

were controlled, but this difference was no longer significant when the family background 

factors were introduced (in the second and third models).  There was also a small but 

significant difference between the scores of children with limited contact and those of 

children with shared or near shared care, after taking account of the childôs age and sex and 

indicators of the inter-parental relationship (the first and second models). However, this 

difference was no longer significant when the other background variables were taken into 

account. 

Figure 3.4: PPVT by care group at age 6-7 years 

 

Notes: A higher score equates better language abilities. 95% confidence intervals are shown.   

Source:  LSAC 6-7 years cohort, Wave 2 (2006) 
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Table 3.21: Multivariate analysis of PPVT at age 6-7 years 

 Simple 95% CI Plus 

relationship 

95% CI Plus other 

family 

 95% CI 

Care group=no contact -1.7* (-3.1,-0.3) -0.9 (-2.6,0.9) -0.6 (-2.4,1.1) 

Care group==limited time -1.5* (-2.7,-0.2) -1.4* (-2.7,-0.2) -1.2 (-2.4,0.5) 

Care group==moderate time -1.1 (-2.3,0.2) -1.0 (-2.3,0.3) -0.9 (-2.1,0.4) 

(reference=shared or near 

shared care) 
      

Bad quality relationship    -0.7 (-1.8,0.4) -0.8 (-1.8, 0.3) 

Hostile relationship   -0.3 (-1.5,1.0) -0.3 (-1.6,1.0) 

No contact between parents   -0.9 (-2.3,0.6) -0.8 (-2.3,0.7) 

Boy (relative to girl) 0.4 (-0.4,1.2) 0.4 (-0.5,1.2) 0.3 (-0.5,1.1) 

Childôs age, months 0.1 (0.0,0.2) 0.1 (0.0,0.2) 0.1 (0.0,0.2) 

Financially: Just getting 

along/poor/very poor (relative 

to reasonably comfortable or 

better) 

    -0.3 (-1.1,0.6) 

Mother: low mental health 

(K6) 

    1.0 (-0.7,2.8) 

Mother aged < =30 years     -0.1 (-1.1,0.9) 

(Education-: 

reference=incomplete 

secondary) 

      

Complete secondary 

with/without post-school 

diploma/certificate 

    1.1* (0.2,2.1) 

Bachelor degree or higher     2.0** (0.7,3.3) 

Constant 74.2***  (73.1,75.4

) 

74.5***  (73.3,75.6

) 

73.4***  (72.0,74.8

) 

Number of observations 649  649  648  

R-Square 0.015  0.022  0.042  

Notes: * p<0.05; ** p<0.01; *** p<0.001 

Source:  LSAC 6-7 years cohort, Wave 2 (2006) 

 

So far, only two possible measures of childrenôs developmental progress have been 

examined. When a larger set of measures was considered, none provided evidence that 

children with shared or near shared care differed greatly in their developmental progress 

relative to those with other care arrangements. This was especially the case when other 

characteristics of the children or families were taken into account. A summary of findings 

relating to a larger set of outcome measures is given Table 3.22 
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Table 3.22: Summary of multivariate analysis of childrenôs outcomes by care group, 

children age 6-7 years (LSAC Wave 2, 2006) 

   Relative to shared or near shared care 

   No contact  Limited Moderate 

Parent-report SDQ Total difficulties    

 Hyperactivity    

 Emotional symptoms  Worse  

 Peer problems    

 Conduct problems    

 Prosocial behaviour    

Teacher report Total difficulties Worse (a)   

 Hyperactivity Worse (a)   

 Emotional symptoms    

 Peer problems Worse (b)   

 Conduct problems    

 Prosocial behaviour    

 Approach to learning Worse (a)   

Child-assessed PPVT  Worse (a)  

 Child-reported emotional symptoms    

Note:  (a) Non-significant if parental relationship quality measures are included in the models.  

 (b) Only significant once relationship quality variables are included. 

 Each outcome was analysed using ordinary least squares, including care groups as explanatory 

variables along with other child and family characteristics as shown in Table 3.21  

 These results show that outcomes were worse for either no contact or limited contact, compared to 

shared or near shared care. Where cells are blank, the difference was not significantly different 

from the shared or near shared care mean.  

 SDQ items include total difficulties as well as the relevant subscales, along with a measure of 

prosocial behaviour.  

 Approach to learning is a teacher-assessed measure of engagement in learning. This measure 

assesses qualities such as eagerness to learn new things and working independently. The scale was 

used in the Early Childhood Longitudinal Study (Kindergarten Class) and adapted from the 

Gresham and Elliott Academic Competence Scale (Gresham & Elliott, 1990).  

 Child-report emotional symptoms is a scale created from childrenôs reports of frequency of feeling 

(1) sad; (2) angry or mad; (3) scared or worried; and (4) happy. For each of the first three of these 

measures, 1 = ñhardly everò , 2 = ñsometimesò and 3 = ñneverò. The values were reversed for the 

measure of happiness. 

Source:  LSAC 6-7 years cohort, Wave 2 (2006) 

 

Appendix A provides the supplementary analysis based on the combined data for the two 

LSAC cohorts when they were 4ï5 years old. When the effects of the childôs age and sex 

were controlled, children with shared or near shared care arrangements appeared to have 

superior socio-emotional development (as perceived by mothers) compared with children 

with limited or no time with their father, and the former group also appeared to have superior 

receptive language skills compared with the other three groups of children. While size of 

these effects diminished considerably when all the measures of family characteristics were 

introduced, children with shared or near shared care appeared to be progressing significantly 

better in these two areas than children who never saw their father.  

Such differences between the analysis of the combined and single samples may have resulted 

from differences in the size of the samples (given that larger samples are more likely to yield 

significant results) and/or from differences in the impact of care arrangements on these 

aspects of developmental progress for children aged 4ï5 years compared with children aged 

6ï7 years.   Both sets of analysis suggest, however, that: (a) children with shared or near 

shared care tend to be progressing as well as, if not better than, children with other care 

arrangements, and (b) some of the differences in developmental progress in these two areas 



 

52 

that may be apparent in children with the different care arrangements can be explained in 

terms of maternal characteristics.  It is likely that the link between care arrangements and 

these two aspects of developmental progress would be further weakened if other family 

characteristics (including paternal characteristics) were also included in the models. 

These results are broadly consistent with those that emerged in the evaluation of the 2006 

family law reform undertaken by AIFS (Kaspiew et al., 2009).  Net of other factors 

controlled, fathersô reports suggested that children with equal care-time arrangements and 

those with shared care-time involving more nights with the mother than father (53ï65% with 

the mother and 35ï47% with the father) were faring better than those who were with their 

father for a minority of nights, while mothersô reports suggested that the wellbeing of 

children with these two types of care arrangements did not differ significantly.
22

  

3.8 Summary 

Shared care arrangements are fairly uncommon among children after parental separation, but 

appear to have become more prevalent in the last decade. Analysis of the HILDA data 

suggests that a tenth or more separated parents and their children had a shared care or near 

shared care arrangement at one time or another between 2001 and 2007. Shared care is more 

commonly experienced by children of primary-school or early teen ages than by very young 

children and older teenagers.    

Much of the analysis in this chapter was based on the Caring for Children after Parental 

Separation survey (CFC) (2003), the Household Income and Labour Dynamics Australia 

(HILDA) Survey (2001-2007) and the Growing Up in Australia: Longitudinal Study of 

Australia Children (2004 and 2006). Due to the small number of cases involving shared care 

(entailing the child spending 35ï65% of nights with each parent), attention was directed to 

parents whose child had shared or near shared care (where the child spent 29ï71% of nights 

with each parent) and those whose child spent most or all nights with the mother.  

The results suggest that the parents of children with shared or near shared care are more 

inclined than other parents to live fairly close to each other.  The demographic and socio-

economic characteristics of these parents also differed from parents in other caring 

configurations in a number of ways. In particular, parents of children in shared or near shared 

care tended to have higher educational attainment and higher incomes than the other parents.  

The comparison of demographics showed that, compared with parents whose child had 

limited or no time with the father (0ï13% of nights), those whose child spent a ñmoderateò 

time with their father (14ï28% of nights per year) and those whose child had shared or near 

                                                 

22
  These results are based on the LSSF W1 2008. Child wellbeing measures included: ratings of health; 

learning skills, peer relationships, and overall progress compared with age-related peers; conduct 

problems; and emotional problems. There was an insufficient number of cases with shared care involving 

more nights with the father than mother to assess the relationship between the childôs wellbeing and this 

type of arrangement, net of other factors in the model. The other factors that were taken into account 

were: the childôs age and sex, the responding parentôs age; educational attainment, employment status, 

relationship status at separation; Indigenous status; whether born overseas, whether living with a partner, 

and whether, according to this parent, there had been any mental health problems or substance misuse 

issues prior to separation. Across all care arrangements, children appeared to fare less well where there 

had been a history of family violence, where parents expressed ongoing safety concerns for themselves 

or their child relating to contact with the other parent, and where they reported a highly conflictual or 

fearful inter-parental relationship. However, where mothersô expressed safety concerns, the children in 

shared care arrangements appeared to fare less well (based on mothersô assessments of child wellbeing) 

than those who spent most nights with their mothers. 
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shared care arrangements were more likely to have been previously been married to each 

other and to have lived together for a relatively long time. These results may reflect the 

impact of fathersô pre-separation opportunities for bonding with the child: the greater these 

opportunities, the more likely the fathers may have been to care for their child for a 

substantial number of nights. 

An important factor in explaining the likelihood of shared care or near shared care appears to 

be the recency of the parental separation. The analysis of transitions in care arrangements 

showed that children of recently separated parents were more likely to be in shared or near 

shared care, compared with children whose parents had separated some time ago. Over a 

period of two years, some children moved into and some out of shared care. However, no 

clear picture emerged regarding the nature of factors that might lead to such transitions.  

Most shared or near shared care arrangements appeared to be the result of negotiation 

between parents themselves and a small minority indicated that their arrangement was 

imposed by a court order. Parents with shared or near shared care were more likely than those 

whose child had limited or moderate time with the father to have developed their 

arrangements between themselves.  

Compared to those with other care arrangements, the parents with shared care or near shared 

care  appeared to engage in higher levels of cooperative parenting, although in a substantial 

proportion of these families, disharmony in inter-parental relationships and in child-related 

decision-making was apparent.  

Most fathers and mothers with shared or near shared care arrangements indicated that their 

care arrangements were flexible, and most believed that their arrangements worked well for 

father, mother and child (taken separately). Nevertheless, a minority of parents with shared or 

near shared care (about 10% of fathers and mothers) considered their arrangements did not 

work well for their child. 

At age 6ï7 years, there was considerable variation in how well children in LSAC were faring 

within the different care groups in terms their social-emotional development and cognitive 

development (as measured by a test of language skills).  Their developmental progress in 

these areas held only a weak relationship with their care arrangements. Whether this was 

viewed as a simple comparison of outcomes across the groups, or entailed multivariate 

analysis to take account of other differences in families, childrenôs developmental progress 

rarely varied significantly according to their care arrangements. In particular, there was no 

evidence that being in shared or near shared care, as opposed to having slightly lower levels 

of contact (moderate contact), resulted in poorer outcomes for children.  However, when the 

data for the children in the two LSAC cohorts when aged 4ï5 years were combined, those 

with shared or near shared care appeared to be progressing as well as, if not better than, those 

who stayed with their father less often or not at all. 

The bulk of evidence based on these results and those of the large-scale study of separated 

families conducted by AIFS (Kaspiew et al., 2009) suggest that children with shared care are 

faring at least as well as, if not better than, children with other care arrangements.  However, 

it is worth noting that the Kaspiew et al. (2009) study suggests that children with shared care 

fare less well than those with other care arrangements where mothersô hold safety concerns 

for themselves or their child relating to ongoing contact with the childôs father. 
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4 Analysis of the Parentsô Survey 

This section outlines the results of the Parentsô Survey and the follow-up interviews with 40 

parents. It examines the incidence of shared care arrangements among the parents who 

responded to the survey, the demographic characteristics of parents and children by the type 

of child care arrangement that they are currently involved in, and information about how 

parenting arrangements are reached. It also examines parentsô views about these 

arrangements and the factors that predict how well parents believe these arrangements work 

for their children and how satisfied they are with them. Outcomes such as how well parents 

perceive their child to be doing within those arrangements may be a feature of the 

arrangement itself, the degree of conflict they have with their former partner and/or the 

practical ease of the arrangements. It may also be a function of the parentsô background, 

including their educational and occupational background and their gender.  

As outlined earlier in the methodology section (2.1), the parents came from several target 

groups: those who used private family law solicitors or legal aid, and parents registered with 

the Child Support Agency (CSA). 

The majority of the total sample of 1,028 parents (859, 84%) was recruited through the Child 

Support Agency. Just under half of these parents (440, 43%) were in shared care through the 

period of mid 2007-to mid 2008 and about a quarter (271, 26%) had children who had been in 

shared care prior to mid-2007 (ñused to be in shared care). The remainder of the CSA 

registered parents were not in shared care at the time of the sample selection. In addition to 

the CSA samples, almost a fifth of the parent respondents (169, 16%) were recruited through 

solicitors. 

The 40 parents who were interviewed were selected from those who indicated on the survey 

that they were willing to be interviewed.  The aim was to have a mix of mothers and fathers 

mostly in shared care or previously with shared care arrangements from a range of socio-

economic and location backgrounds and who were satisfied or dissatisfied with their 

arrangements. 

4.1 Overall sample characteristics and demographics 

Table 4.1 provides the basic demographic characteristics of the 597 mothers and 429 fathers 

who responded to the survey. Where possible, this information has been contrasted against 

available data on the CSA clientele population, for the purposes of identifying any large 

sample biases. It is an important precaution to remember that this sample is not representative 

of all separated parents. It is at most representative of only those parents registered with CSA, 

and within the constraints of the strata and convenience sampling methods used. It is also 

likely to be subject to biases of representation due to the small response rate (10.5%), though 

there is little that can be done about this issue. 
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Table 4.1: Basic Demographic characteristics of sample  

 Mothers Fathers Total  

Characteristics n % n % N % 

Age 20-34 55 9% 14 3% 69 7% 

35-49 468 79% 260 61% 728 71% 

50+ 72 12% 155 36% 227 22% 

Location Urban 289 50% 235 55% 524 52% 

Regional/remote 294 50% 189 45% 483 48% 

Education Less than secondary 
101 17.% 74 17% 175 17% 

Secondary 145 24% 84 20% 229 23% 

Post-secondary (non 

university) 
165 28% 148 35% 313 31% 

Post Secondary 

(university) 181 31% 119 28% 300 29% 

Main activity Full time 

employment 187 32% 235 55% 422 42% 

Part time 

employment 163 28% 32 8% 195 19% 

Disability or 

unemployed 60 10% 43 10% 103 10% 

Not in labour force 
127 21% 33 8% 160 16% 

Self employed 
54 9% 81 19% 135 13% 

Family Income Less than $800 268 46% 139 34% 407 41% 

$800 ï 1749 219 38% 146 35% 365 37% 

$1750+ 95 16% 127 31% 222 22% 

Totals  597 58% 429 42% 1026 100% 

* There are two missing cases on gender of parent. 

 

Overall, the sample is made up of respondents who are older than typical CSA clients, with 

71% aged 35-49 and a further 22% aged 50 and above, compared to CSA population where 

almost 30% are less than 35 years of age. Just under half of the parents live in regional/rural 

areas, with more fathers (55%) living in urban locations than in regional/rural areas. In 

contrast, mothers were roughly evenly distributed between urban and rural/regional areas.  

This sample is relatively highly educated, with 60% having completed post secondary 

education. While fathers and mothers have comparable levels of post secondary education, 

mothers are more likely to have a university degree and fathers are more likely to have a 

trade certificate or diploma. 

Over three quarters of the sample is engaged in some form of employment. Compared with 

fathers, mothers are substantially more likely to be employed part time (rather than full time) 

or not in the labour force. This pattern broadly follows the pattern in the general population. 

Household incomes vary considerably, as would be expected with the range of different 

methods of recruiting the sample. 41% of respondents have a household income of less than 

$800 per week, while 23% have an income above $1750. This is explained by the inclusion 

of both single and dual income households in the sample. Regardless of household status, 

fathers report higher incomes, with 31% of fathers falling into the highest bracket compared 

with just 16% of mothers. While the proportion of respondents with household incomes of 
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less than $800 per week is well below the national average, this is to be expected given the 

socio-economic profile of divorced and separated mothers and fathers.  

Table 4.2 provides details of the parentsô relationship status, both for their former and current 

relationships.  

Table 4.2: Parentsô former and current relationships  

 Mothers Fathers Total 

Characteristics n % N % N % 

Time since 

separation 

Up to 5 years 112 19% 74 17% 186 18% 

5 to 10 years  112 19% 93 22% 205 20% 

10+ years 372 62% 261 61% 633 62% 

Length of 

relationship 

Up to 5 years 108 20% 68 17% 176 19% 

5 to 10 years  185 33% 122 31% 307 32% 

10+ years 260 47% 207 52% 467 49% 

Re-partnering 

respondent 

Yes 246 43% 189 49% 435 46% 

No  320 57% 197 51% 517 54% 

Re-partnering 

former partner  

Yes 305 58% 212 57% 517 58% 

No  219 42% 157 43% 376 42% 

 

Most participants have been separated for a relatively long period of time, with over 60% 

having been separated for 10 years or longer. Similarly, most former relationships were long 

term in nature, with just under half having lasted at least 10 years and a further third spanning 

five to ten years. These factors together largely explain both the high proportion of 

respondents in the oldest age group and the preponderance of adolescent children involved in 

the present study. About half of the respondents report re-partnering since their initial 

separation. This rate is slightly higher for fathers. Both mothers and fathers were also more 

likely to report that their former partner had re-partnered than had done so themselves.  

Table 4.3 shows the age and gender of the children as reported by the parent respondents. The 

average of the children was 14 years, reflecting the age of the parents and the relatively long 

period of time since separation.  

Table 4.3: Mean age of the children (years) for mothers and fathers 

 Fathers Mothers Total 

 N Mean age  n Mean age  N Mean age  

Child 1 480 16.0 499 16.0 979 16.0 

Child 2 331 13.7 386 13.8 717 13.7 

Child 3 166 11.4 179 11.6 345 11.5 

Child 4 51 10.4 52 10.1 103 10.2 

Total 1028  1116  2144  

# Gender missing for 77 records where ages present (35 child 1, 22 child 2, 13 child 3, 7 child 4) 

 

4.2 Parenting arrangements 

The overall sample was selected to include parents with current shared care arrangements and 

those not currently in shared care, as outlined earlier. A combination of questions from the 

survey was used to categorise parents according to the living arrangements for their children 

from their former relationship. These measures included the number of nights per year the 

children lived with them, whether parents indicated that a child was in shared care or not, and 
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an extensive review of the qualitative information in response to questions about shared care 

arrangements and other arrangements.
23

  

Figure 4.1 shows the frequency of living arrangements in these families. In just over half of 

the sample, the mother was responsible for most or all care for the child, with the child 

spending at least 66% of nights with her, and in 18% of cases spending no nights with the 

father. Over a third of all respondents reported a shared care arrangement for at least one of 

their children. Of those in a shared care arrangement, the majority (66%) were in an equal 

shared care arrangement (48-52%), commonly referred to as 50:50 arrangements. In the 

unequal shared care arrangements most of the children spent the greater proportion of nights 

with their mother; unequal shared care arrangements where children spent the greater 

proportion of nights with fathers comprised only 5% of shared care arrangements.  

Figure 4.1: Frequency of care arrangements (%) 

 
 

*  ñSplit arrangementsò refer to one or more children living with one parent, and the other children living with 

the other parent. 

*  ñChildôs choiceò indicates that there was no set pattern and the children moved from one house to another or 

lived. 

 

Figure 4.2 presents the same breakdown of reported living arrangements by the gender of the 

parent respondent. It suggests an expected response bias in the present sample. While fathers 

and mothers are equally likely to report a shared care arrangement, the number of mother 

respondents increases as the proportion of their time with the children increases. The same 

pattern is evident for fathers.  

                                                 

23
  Parents were asked for example: 

Please describe the current arrangements for the children in your own words:  

(For example, 'they spend half their time with me and half with their father/mother', or 'they spend every 

other weekend and half the school holidays with their father and the rest with me' etc.) (BOX PROVIDED) 
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Figure 4.2: Percentage of time with mother by parent gender 

 

For the purposes of most of the more complex analyses to follow, we have defined shared 

care as 35 to 65% of nights (128 to 237 nights each year) with each parent. This is 

consistent with the definition used by the Australian Institute of Family Studies in their major 

evaluation report (Kaspiew et al., 2010) and with the classification used by the Child Support 

Agency; it also overcomes some of the difficulties of small sample sizes for some care 

arrangements (see Figure 4.3). 

Figure 4.3: Frequency of living arrangements using 35-65% shared care (AIFS 

categories) 

 

As Figure 4.3 shows, the most common arrangement was shared care defined as 35-65% of 

time with each parent. This is to be expected from the method for recruitment of this cohort. 

The next most common was children having the greater proportion of time with their mother. 



 

60 

When this is broken down by parent gender, the same distribution is evident, as expected 

(Figure 4.4). 

Figure 4.4: Care arrangement (AIFS Categories) by parent gender 

 

 

The following figures provide a breakdown of the sampleôs demographic characteristics by 

shared care and other living arrangements where there were significant differences by care 

arrangement.
24

  

Figure 4.5 shows the educational background for both father and mother respondents in the 

different care arrangements. Both mothers and fathers with shared care arrangements were 

the most likely to have a tertiary education. 

                                                 

24
   Further analyses indicated few differences between parents with shared care arrangements and those with 

other arrangements in relation to whether one or both parents had re-partnered. The main difference was 

that mothers where the children lived with them 100% of the time were more likely than other groups to 

report that the father had re-partnered but they themselves had not.  There were no other significant 

differences. 
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Figure 4.5a: Education by care arrangement, father respondents 

 

Figure 4.5b: Education by care arrangement, mother respondents 

 

Figure 4.6 shows that parents with shared care arrangements and fathers whose children live 

with them most nights, but not exclusively, are more likely to live in urban areas than those in 

other arrangements.  Parents reporting that their children live with them 100% of the time 

were more likely to live in regional/rural areas.  
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Figure 4.6: Location by care arrangement 

 

Not surprisingly, parents in shared care arrangements were more likely to live within 10 kms 

of the other parent, as Figure 4.7 shows.  Living close to the other parent makes it easier for 

children to travel between each home and their school as well as reducing the travel time 

between both homes. It also makes it easier to sort out practical problems that arise when 

children leave their homework or sports uniform at the other parentôs house.  

Figure 4.7: Distance between parents by care arrangement 

 

As Figure 4.8 shows, those in shared care were more likely to have separated within the past 

four years than those whose children were living mostly with their mother. This may be 

related to changes in family law legislation in 2006 which encouraged consideration of 

shared care arrangements, although the growth in popularity of shared care long pre-dates 

2006 and has parallels in other jurisdictions.   



 

63 

Figure 4.8: Time since separation by care arrangement 

 

Figure 4.9 shows the proportion of mothers and fathers who came to the arrangement by 

agreement (with or without professional help) and those who proceeded to litigation. It 

indicates that parents with shared arrangements or where the children were mostly with their 

mother were less likely to have come to those agreements via litigation than those in other 

arrangements.
25

 The most likely arrangement to have been achieved via litigation was where 

children were in the care of their fathers 100% of the time, and this was often associated with 

safety concerns. 

                                                 

25
   An analysis of the interviews with parents in shared care indicates that some fathers commenced 

litigation some time after the separation. The fathers in some cases were reportedly incrementally 

increasing their ódemandô for extra nights up to 50:50 time and in some this occurred after the 2006 

legislative reforms; in others the fathersô demand for increased time was a response to óthreatenedô 

relocation by the mother.   
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Figure 4.9: Means of resolution of care arrangements by parent 

 

4.3 Perceived practical difficulties with the arrangements 

Parents were asked a series of questions about some of the practical aspects of parenting 

between two households. They were asked to rate the level or frequency of difficulty for 

children for each of the following practical tasks: 

¶ Getting from one home to the other 

¶ Getting to or from school 

¶ Child leaves things at other home, e.g. clothes, toys, school or sporting gear 

¶ Childôs ability to see/contact friends 

¶ Not having one place to call home 

¶ Attending after school and weekend activities (e.g. music lessons, sports).
 26

 

 

Problems associated with distance between parentsô homes 

As Figure 4.10 shows, both mothers and fathers with shared care arrangements reported the 

least problems for children getting from one home to the other. As outlined earlier (Figure 

4.7), parents in shared care are more likely than those with other arrangements to be living 

close together, so this is not surprising. Parents whose children are 100% of the time with the 

other parent report more problems but in a number of cases, this was because they were 

reporting on previously shared care.  

                                                 

26
  Parentsô responses to these questions were combined into an index of ñpractical difficultyò ranging from 6 to 

30 points; it was used in Ordinary Least Squares (OLS) regression. 
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Figure 4.10: Problems for children getting between parentsô homes by care 

arrangement 

a) father respondents 

 

b) mother respondents 

 

Parentsô comments in response to the open-ended questions in the survey and in the 

interviews also confirm the positive association between parents living closer together and 

parents being more likely to say the arrangements work well and that children are happy with 

them.
27

  For parents with shared care arrangements in particular, living closer together, and 

                                                 

27
 The correlations were low but highly significant: between distance and how well parents rated the 

arrangements as working, r (n = 940) = .15, p =. 0001; between distance and how happy parents rated their 

children to be with the arrangements, r (n = 982) = .12, p =. 0001; and between distance and how satisfied 

parents were with the arrangements, r (n = 980) = .11, p =. 0001. 
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close to school was a positive aspect of the arrangements, and one that a number of parents 

put some effort into, trying to stay within the same suburb if possible.  

The children were always put first and that we lived within walking 

distance of their father. (651, Mother whose children óused to beô in shared 

care) 

And so how far apart in distance were you back then and how much has 

that changed?  Not much because obviously with shared care the children 

have to go to a central school so we need to stay close. (Interview 17, 

mother of 12 and 9 year olds) 

So, how far apart do you live from each other?  I live in (N suburb in 

Sydney) and he lives in (C suburb, about 6 kms away).  Oh, thatôs really 

close, isnôt it?  Yeah, and that was kind of, look, I had it in my head that 

that was stipulated in ouré in our settlement, that we not move more than a 

10 kilometre radius apart. But I donôt actually know if it was. Do you know 

what I mean? I think thatôs just something I think that we agreed.  Verbally. 

But I donôt know if it was actually written down. (Interview 33, mother of 

12 and 9 year olds) 

Well, up until recently it was probably about 25 kilometres away from each 

other.  And now heôs moved in with his new partner, itôs actually only 

about 6 or 7 kilometres away. Itôs not far away from where I live and the 

kids like it much better because itôs closer and they donôt have to travel in 

the car all over the place. And where he used to live was quite isolated, so 

even though it had a beach there and whatnot, it was just a really small 

town so they never went anywhere else. (Interview 05, mother of 11 and 9 

year olds) 

Both children and parents did not like the practical difficulties which were encountered when 

parents were living some distance apart, regardless of the type of care arrangement. When 

asked what their children did not like about the current arrangements, distance was mentioned 

by parents both with shared care and other arrangements. It was a problem in some cases as 

children grew older, especially in regional areas: 

Other parent lives 30km out of town and child is at an age where he wants a 

part time job. There may come a day when he has to decide what he wants, 

job or seeing other parent every other week - it's not easy to pick up child 

when living so far away.   (885, mother with 15 year old son in shared care)   

What aspects of the arrangements is your child most unhappy with?  

Distance from old friends at his dad's. He likes the inner city (my house) 

and feels isolated at his dad's. (1032, mother whose 14 year old son used to 

be in shared care, but now lives with father) 

How far away I live and that we are unable to see each other every day. 

(332, mother with shared care arrangements for 14 year old daughter) 

The travel time 2 hrs per trip so I can't go to all school things. (341, father 

with shared care of 12 year old living in rural NSW)  

Distance between homes 100 km and 1½ hour drive (617, father whose 12 

and 7 year-old daughters were with their mother 80% of the time) 
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Where parents had moved long distances apart, the problems and childrenôs 

unhappiness and discomfort with the arrangements increased. 

What aspects of the arrangements is your child most unhappy with?   The 

distance from father and paternal family following mother relocating from 

Brisbane to Melbourne. No male family or male input in Melbourne.    

(347, father of 14 year old boy living interstate with his mother)   

The child does not see the father very often, the father chose to live very far 

away and in a very isolated place far from any towns. The father also works 

a lot and is not always available for any child care. (277, mother of 12 year 

old girl) 

What aspects of the arrangements is your child most happy with?   Flying 

on the planes. What aspects of the arrangements is your child most unhappy 

with?   The distance (986, father of 8 year old living with mother, father in 

rural area of WA) 

Similarly shared care was also associated with fewer problems for parents getting children to 

and from school (Figure 4.11), with parents in shared care arrangements indicating that 

distance and travel to school from both homes was a priority and an area where they tried to 

cooperate.  

So (being close) ... and walk to school is ... has always been a priority for us 

and we knew the second child would be going to that same school. So ... 

and, you know, we like the area and it was obviously going to be good for 

them and it was sheer luck that we got the places as close as they are, I 

mean theyôre literally two or three minutes walking distance. (Interview 40, 

mother with shared care for children 15 and 12 at separation) 

How did they find travelling to the different schools from the different 

homes? Thatôs not a problem, wasnôt a problem at all. (Interview 34, father 

of 21 year old and 16 year old still at school)  

In some cases, however, parentsô comments indicate some differences between homes in that 

regard.  

What aspects of the arrangements is your child most unhappy with?  

Feeling unsettled and (she) has to catch 2 buses and a train to school from 

father's house, very different. (111, mother with shared care arrangements 

for 15 year old daughter) 

And getting to school from both homes?  Oh yes, well see sheôs walking 

distance from school to here, where she lives with me, and out at (small 

rural town) she has to catch a bus and I think it takes, you know,  

40 minutes. (Interview 22, father of 15 year old girl) 
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Figure 4.11: Problems for children getting to and from school by care arrangement 

a) father respondents 

 

b) mother respondents 

 

While children were seen to be significantly happier and the arrangements to be working 

better when they had fewer problems attending after school and weekend activities,
28

 there 

were no significant differences between the different types of care arrangement in this 

regard
29

 (r (n = 905) = -.035, p =. 23).  

                                                 

28
  The correlation between how happy children were perceived to be by their parent was significantly 

correlated with the frequency of problems for children attending after school and weekend activities:  r (n 

= 911) = -.295, p <.0001); the correlation for how well the arrangements were seen to be working was: r 

(n = 915) = -.298, p <.0001).  

29
  The correlation was non-significant:  r (n = 905) = -.0352, p =. 228).  
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Problems for children leaving things at other home 

There were, however, clear differences between shared care and other arrangements in 

relation to problems for children leaving things at the other parentôs home (Figure 4.12).   

Figure 4.12: Problems for children leaving things at other home (eg. clothes, toys, school 

or sporting gear) by care arrangement 

a) father respondents 

 

b) mother respondents 

 

Mothers with shared care reported that it was more frequently a problem than fathers did 

(35% óoftenô or óalwaysô for mothers compared with 23% for fathers). Where children were 

living mostly with their mother, however, there was no significant difference between 

mothers and fathers (18.5% óoftenô or óalwaysô for mothers compared with 20% for fathers).  

Indeed, whether children were in shared care or living mostly with their mother made little 

difference to fathers. Importantly, too, the extent to which parents disagreed about child-
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rearing matters was significantly associated with the extent to which leaving things behind 

was a problem for both mothers and fathers.
30

 

Parentsô comments in both the survey and in interview confirm the differences between 

mothersô and fathersô reactions to children leaving things behind, and the differences between 

shared care and other arrangements.
31

   

What aspects of the arrangements is your child most unhappy with?  To and 

fro of clothes shoes, school stuff.  Always living out of a bag.  (349, mother 

of 18 and 16 year olds in equal shared care, <5 kms apart)   

Leaving toys, etc behind.  Having an irritated mother that is irritated by 

things being left behind or any conflict.  (1, mother of 3 children aged 

between 5 and 11 years in shared care) 

The logistical arrangements, moving between 2 homes every week. Having 

to be the "meat in the sandwich" in relaying messages from their father.   

(285, mother of adolescent children aged 19 and 15 who used to be in 

shared care)      

distance and inconvenience of leaving things at alternative home, eg 

clothes, homework, shoes etc.  (949, mothers of two girls, 17 and 14 in 

shared care) 

Parentsô comments in the interviews suggest mothers tend to carry or assume more 

responsibility for childrenôs clothes and belongings than fathers do. They are much more 

likely than fathers to buy their childrenôs clothes32 - especially ñsocks and undiesò ï and they 

also may be (or believe they are) more realistic about childrenôs capacity to remember things 

and irritated by fathersô lack of attention to this.  

Basically she's still quite young and she lives out of a bag, she goes with 

me, she goes with him. He doesn't have any clothes for her, he has limited 

toys for her, so everything comes back to my house. I no longer do her 

washing when he's with her, his mother does all of her washing, but  

basically I do pretty much everything for her because I determine what 

clothes to send there, what toys to take there. (Interview, 02, mother of 8 

year old in shared care) 

Well, you know itôs the usual stuff with ... ócause men arenôt as good as 

women about undies and things so Iôve ... Iôve often had problems with 

                                                 

30
  The correlation between was disagreement over child-rearing issues and leaving things behind was 

significant for both mothers and fathers:  r (n = 503) =.34, p <.0001 for mothers, and r (n = 353) =.32, p 

<.0001 for fathers. The association between leaving things behind and the time that children spent with their 

mother and father was, however, significant only for mothers: r (n = 513) =- .34, p <.0001 for mothers, and r 

(n = 358) =.02, p <.0001 for fathers. 

31
  The practical difficulties associated with distance and leaving things were the most frequently mentioned 

aspect that parents thought children were unhappy about in relation to the care arrangements ï 29% of 

mothers and 27% of fathers, but references to leaving things behind comprised the bulk of mothersô 

comments in this regard.   

32
  Mothers were much more likely than fathers to say they bought the childrenôs clothes and shoes óoftenô or 

óalwaysô (91% compared with 63%) in both shared care and when the children were with them most of the 

time: ɢ2 = 18.3, 5 df, p =.003 for shared care.  
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things just not coming back or eventually running out of socks and undies 

because they just build up there.  

And their father never polices things. He doesnôt ... he just tells them and 

has almost the whole time, ñitôs your responsibility to get your stuff backò, 

even when they were really a bit too young. And that was always a bit of a 

grievance for me ócause Iôd sometimes have to go back and get things or ... 

or Iôd have to get him to drop things over.  And this is not in conversation 

with him. This was sort of via the kids so in the end Iôd said to the kids, 

ñwell if daddyôs not going to help you pack stuff, and Iôm not going to go 

back and get it, he can drop it overò.  So, you know, in their own way they 

probably kind of either said it to him or organised it so that they were a 

little bit more vigilant when they were coming back to my place. Because 

they knew that he wasnôt quite as organised with stuff like that as me.  

(Interview 39, mother with shared care) 

And the only problem was clothes. So, you know, of course, in the first few 

years it was, ñOh, you didnôt send over a pair of socks.ò  Thereôs all this 

sort of rubbish, so you had to make sure that all the clothes were packed 

and ready to go and washed and cleaned and ironed and all that sort of 

thing, and then generally I would drop the clothes over. Just say the girls 

have been with me for a week. I would drop the clothes over at their mumôs 

place on a Monday night. (Interview 37, father) 

Not really (much of a problem now). Initially we were sharing clothes - a 

bag between house to house and then my ex decided that she didnôt want to 

do that anymore. And I know the reason she was being difficult - because 

her parents are actually quite extravagant with buying presents for the 

children, clothes, she made a point of anything her parents bought stay at 

her house and anything my parents bought stay at my house.  Itôs actually 

probably been a good thing because trying to move a whole bunch of 

clothes from house to house presents its own problems. 

The other factors that affected the parentsô reactions to children leaving things behind, apart 

from the age of the children, were the level of inconvenience associated with the distance 

between the homes, the capacity to replace them, and the quality of the relationship and ease 

of communication between the parents. Parents who were well-off or lived close by had few 

problems: 

[When we lived in different suburbs (opposite side of the Bridge)] I used to 

find Iôd rarely forget anything and weôd go for months without seeing each 

other I think, back then. But now, because we live so close, I mean literally 

she lives on one side of O Street and I live on the other. You tend to you 

know see a lot more of each other ócause you donôt really need to think too 

hard about the swimmers or the soccer boots or the, you know all that stuff. 

(Interview 20, father of 9 year old boy in shared care) 

We said to them at the beginning, we said ñLook over time we will try and 

duplicate everything so youôve got less (take)ò ... so slowly, you know, 

weôve doubled up on school uniforms, so really they have to take very little 

and ... and the older one who couldnôt bear the idea of leaving her favourite 

clothes in one house, discovered through time that it was great fun to have 
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two sets of clothes. (Interview 40, mother of two adolescent children in 

shared care) 

Consistent with the overall quantitative analyses, parents who had an easier and trusting 

relationship said they had few problems:  

Is there anything theyôve said that they donôt like or are there any problems 

if, for example, they leave things at the other house? Yeah, not really but 

Ié Jacqueline has keys to my house, and I have keys to her house. If they 

need something, weôll go and get it.  And I look after her dog normally once 

a week.  You know, so with the children and the dog, itôs not an issue. 

Yeah, so leaving things behind, homework, just bits and pieces, if he wants 

to take something then it doesnôt come back, then he wants it and itôs not 

here either. Those sorts of things can be an issue and itôs just because we 

donôt have that great a relationship, itôs not like hey, can I just pop round 

and pick that up again, that just doesnôt exist. (Interview 24, mother with 8 

year old son in shared care) 

Problems for children not having one place to call home  

A common concern for some parents is that children in shared care may have more difficulty 

feeling settled in both homes than children who live primarily with one parent. As Figure 

4.13 shows, this was a greater concern for mothers with children in shared care arrangements. 

Mothers with shared care were three times more likely than fathers with shared care (23.4% 

compared with 7%) to say their children often or always had problems with not having one 

place to call home. Fathersô responses are relatively undifferentiated according to the care 

arrangement they have, suggesting that they are not alert to the problem or have a vested 

interest in believing that this is not a problem. Only 12.7% of fathers whose children were 

living all or most of the time with their mother, however, had such concerns. The figure for 

mothers whose children were primarily living with them was understandably not high at 

9.6%.   
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Figure 4.13: Problems for children not having one place to call home by care 

arrangement: 

a) father respondents 

 

b) mother respondents 

 

Parents responses to the survey and in the interviews also suggest that fathers think their 

children are relatively unconcerned about this issue.  Whereas not having a stable home was 

the second most frequent comment by mothers in response to the question about what aspects 

they thought their children were most and least happy, it did not rate in the top four for 

fathers. The typical responses referred to stability and having a home, and a number came 
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from parents (including one father) whose children used to be in shared care. In several  

cases, these were parents with younger children who had been in shared care.
33

 For example: 

That my youngest is with me most of the time - He is very bonded to me. 

That both children are more stable not doing a 50%-50% split. (55, mother 

of 5 and 3 year old children previously in shared care) 

In some cases, these were parents whose children were now older adolescents. 

(Happy with) Seeing both parents equally but (unhappy with) stability is 

lost (496, mother with 3 children now 20, 18 and 16 who were in shared 

care). 

Some form of stability now not swapping homes regularly. (623, mother, 

mother of 3 older children, youngest 17 still in shared care) 

our daughter has a positive approach to life but has also been profoundly 

affected by each family - where is 'home' - an element of anguish. (703, 

father of 3 children 22, 19 and 15 in shared care) 

He has a very stable home life. Not travelling between homes. But he does 

not see his father enough. (997, mother of 17 year old now living with her) 

Stability - knowing where home is. (721, mother of 14 and 11 year olds, 

living most of the time with her) 

have 1 place to identify as home, stability, emotional support (733, mother 

of 14 year old, now living mostly with her) 

Several mothers and one father during their interviews commented specifically on the 

division of time with each parent across the week and were in favour of patterns that provided 

for more of a routine especially for younger children. For example: 

When we separated it was totally 50:50. Until he went to school?  Yeah. 

And it justé It got too confusing.  He was at a day-care centre, I think, a 

few days a week. Three days a week or something. Then he was with Tony 

on the weekends and then for one night through the week or something like 

that. But when he started school, it was just really confusing for him - he 

couldnôt remember who he wasé who was picking him up and what was 

happening. And so we decided to scrap that. (Interview 26, mother of boy 

now 14 and no longer in shared care) 

Initially we tried doing a 3-2-3 split with the kids and that was just dreadful, 

it was just dreadful. I mean I didnôt know if I was coming or going, the kids 

wouldnôt have known if they were coming or going, they werenôt happy, 

and to me they were presenting with signs that it was just too much 

happening, they couldnôt get any ... into any routine, just ... you know just 

like a tennis ball being bounced from one end of the court to the other. 

(Interview 6, mother of 2 children in shared care)   

                                                 

33
  There were significant negative correlations between the age of the child and the concerns about children 

not having one place to call home ï indicating that there were more concerns for younger children. 
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Partly the issue was just the disruption of being a school aged kid, swapped 

households all the time and maintained two household, partly significant 

unhappiness with some of the emotional things my ex wife went through at 

that time and  how it played out on her, the kid in the house. (Interview 9, 

father of 3 children aged 5 to 12 years whose children used to be in shared 

care) 

Not feeling at home was also for some children, according to their parent, associated with 

their difficulty with the presence of a new partner or step-siblings so that they did not feel 

welcome there. These comments were, however, as common among children living primarily 

with one parent (mostly their mother) as with those in shared care arrangements. 

(What aspects of the current arrangement is the child most unhappy with?)   

the step mother. recieves (sic) no freedom at her father's house. It's doesn't 

feel like home. Gets no pocket money. Other people in his house use her 

things e.g. her computer, her bathroom (leave their underwear lying around) 

(304, mother of 14 year old living mostly with her mother) 

He does not want to live with his father, de facto and step family. He is 

fearful, feels that he is treated differently and unfairly and has a lot of anger 

issues towards them. (506, mother of 14 year old living mostly with her) 

Their mother has re-married and they have difficulty with her new husband 

and their new brother who is 2 years old. Financial hardship and drinking 

make for a volatile household. (699, father of 15 and 16 year olds in equal 

shared care) 

Ex husbands partner's attitude towards him when dad not present. (98, 

mother of 11 year old boy in equal shared care) 

On the other hand, step-siblings and step-parents that children were able to get along with 

were seen as positives. 

(What aspects of the current arrangement is the child most happy with? )   

Able to see both parents. Also has a new step-sister. (23, father,  

She gets to see her siblings (step) when she's with her father. (117, mother) 

Overall, then there are some differences in the perceived practical difficulties of shared care 

compared with other arrangements, especially among mothers. There is some evidence that 

parents in shared care make an effort to live closer together to reduce the logistical 

difficulties for children getting to and from each home, and from each home to school. 

Shared care was, however, associated with more difficulties for children leaving things 

behind, unless their parents lived close together and were cooperative. Some parents also 

duplicated some items of clothing and toys. These difficulties were reported more often by 

mothers than by fathers. The other aspect that was seen as more problematic by mothers than 

by fathers was children not having one stable home base. 

4.4 Aspects of the parental relationship  

A consistently important factor in the literature dealing with outcomes for children after 

parental separation is the level of conflict between the parents particularly in relation to the 

children (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999; Kaspiew et al., 2010).  Parents were asked a series of 

questions in the survey related to the level of conflict and cooperation between them and their 
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former partner as well as whether they had any concerns about the safety of the children 

when they were with the other parent and whether they had any concerns about violence 

toward themselves. The three main questions about parental conflict in relation to the 

children concerned the reported frequency of tension between them over money for the 

children, disagreement over basic child-rearing issues, and whether or not they were able to 

talk to the other parent about child-related issues. A number of parents also provided 

comments about their level of communication and their concerns for the physical and 

emotional safety of their children in response to the open-ended questions, asking them what 

aspects of the arrangement their children were most happy and most unhappy with. These 

issues were also followed up in some depth with parents in the interviews.   

Conflict and cooperation over money and child-rearing 

Several indices were constructed from the ratings that parents provided in relation to both 

money and child-rearing issues: tension and perceived unfairness of cost sharing (ranging 

from 2 to 7) and disagreement and inability to communicate over child-rearing (ranging from 

2 to 12). Figure Figure 4.14 shows the means for the conflict index related to child-rearing 

issues for both mothers and fathers in the different care arrangements and indicates that 

conflict over child-rearing tends to be lower for fathers with shared care arrangements than in 

the other arrangements.
34

  For mothers, the reported conflict over child-rearing is lower for 

mothers in shared care than for those whose children are with their fathers all or most of the 

time.
35

 

Figure 4.14: Mean scores on conflict over child-rearing, by care arrangement by gender 

of parent  

 

Figure 4.15 shows the mean level of conflict over money issues related to the children for 

both mothers and fathers by care arrangements.  Mothersô level of conflict over money was 

higher for those in shared care than for those who had their children with them all or most of 

                                                 

34
   F (4, 379) = 6.69, p < .001 and all post-hoc planned comparisons between shared care and the other 

arrangements were significant. 

35
  F (4, 534) = 4.58, p < .001 and only the one post-hoc planned comparisons between shared care and 

children with their father all or most of the time was significant. 
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the time.
36

 For fathers, the lowest level of conflict over money was for those who had the 

children with them all or most of the time, and that was significantly lower than when 

mothers had the children for 100% of the time.
37

 There was no significant difference between 

those with shared care and other arrangements 

Figure 4.15: Mean scores on conflict over money, by care arrangement by gender of 

parent  

 

 

A combined measure of conflict was also constructed from these two indices. Using this 

index, Figure 4.16 shows that the parents in shared care arrangements reported lower mean 

scores on the index, indicating they have lower levels of conflict than parents with other care 

arrangements. The only significant differences, however, were for fathers who reported less 

conflict when they had shared care arrangements than when their children spent more time 

with their mother (ómostly motherô and 100% with motherô).
38

 There were no significant 

differences for mothers.   

 

                                                 

36
  F (4, 511) = 5.23, p = .001; the post-hoc planned comparisons between shared care and children with 

their mother all or most of the time were significant. 

37
   F (4, 370) = 4.15, p = .003 and the only significant post-hoc comparison was between those whose 

children were with them all or most of the time and those whose children were with their mothers 100% 

of the time.  

38
  F (4, 364) = 4.99, p = .001, with the only significant post-hoc comparisons between fathers in shared care 

arrangements and fathers whose children spent more time with their mother (ómostly motherô and ó100% 

with motherô). 
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Figure 4.16: Mean scores on conflict index, by care arrangement by gender of parent  

 

Note ï Conflict index is on a scale from 4 to 19 points, constructed by adding the two indices on the conflict 

over child-rearing and conflict over money indices.  

 

Parentsô comments in both the surveys and the interviews indicate that underlying their 

conflict are concerns about the parenting style of the other parent (which can range from mild 

concerns differences in style to serious concerns for the childrenôs physical and emotional 

safety) and disputes over money and suspicion about the other parentôs motives for wanting 

or resisting shared care. Some parents were also quite explicit about the difficulties in relation 

to communication between them.  

Differences in parenting style 

Comments about basic differences in parenting styles were not necessarily negative; nor were 

they unique to shared care arrangements. Clearly though there were some families in which 

the parents had very different expectations and this was a cause of some tension between the 

parents and was seen to be making the child unhappy. For example: 

(What aspects of the arrangements is the child most unhappy with?)  Two 

families - two different sets of rules (788, mother with shared care of 15 

year old) 

Weekdays at his dads usually means no homework gets done so he gets 

stressed. Also forgets things that he needs for school, e.g. library books etc, 

note from school get lost usually, have to treat him extremely gentle the 

following day as usually goes to bed really late. (105, mother, with shared 

care 14 and 7 year olds) 

Some parents with shared care also indicated that they had similar parenting styles and had 

maintained them since the separation, with or without much discussion.  

I'm there to bring them up and when they're with her... .... the problem is 

you never really get, probably 100% on the way to bring them up because 

the relationship' s not the best. There's been times where we haven't spoken 

about things with the kids just because, itôs needed to be, whether it's a 

discipline thing, in both households we've needed to do it, otherwise she 

can't really discipline them. (Interview 3, father with shared care) 
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So all of last year we were meeting for coffee or whatever and signing 

documents or trying to work out, renegotiate stuff.  So yeah, so we, you 

know, I talked to him about her behaviour and he was horrified to hear, you 

know, what was going on, and so then we had to have the two of us talk to 

Sarah and say under no circumstances are you allowed to have a boy in the 

house alone, and when she sees both of us reinforcing the same message, 

itôs really good - sheôll really listen to it. (Interview 32, mother of 

adolescent girl in shared care) 

Concerns for childrenôs safety 

Another critical aspect of the relationship between the parents and one which both reflects 

and affects the relationship between the parents and their willingness to allow their children 

to go to the other parentôs home is their trust and concerns about the safety of the children 

when they are with the other parent.  

Figure 4.17 indicates that parents in shared care were the least likely to report concerns for 

the safety of their children in the care of the other parent with nearly 60% of both mothers 

and fathers in this regard reporting no concerns. The strongest concerns were reported by 

fathers when the children were primarily in their own care and by mothers when the children 

were living 100% of the time with their fathers. These results need to be treated with caution, 

however, because when these fathers were reporting on safety concerns while with the other 

parent, they were typically reporting on previous shared care arrangements in which there had 

been a change to 100% care by the father.  

All the mothers whose children were living with their fathers 100% of the time reported some 

or serious concerns about their childrenôs safety, while most fathers reported some or serious 

concerns when the child was in the motherôs sole care (approximately 15% expressed no 

concerns with this arrangement). 

Figure 4.17: Concerns about childrenôs safety by care arrangement 

a) reported by fathers 
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b) reported by mothers  

 

The lower level of concern among parents in shared care is not surprising since parents who 

hold these concerns are less likely to agree to shared care and to resist the other parent having 

(more) time.  The interviews with several mothers indicate, however, that mothers who hold 

concerns about the childrenôs physical and emotional well-being were still involved in shared 

care arrangements, albeit very reluctantly when their concerns were not accepted. For 

example: 

You said that the arrangement that you got wasnôt what you wanted, that 

you wouldôve liked to have had more time with the kids, but you also said 

that youôve got serious concerns about the kidsô safety. 

Yeah.  Can you tell me a bit more about what you would prefer to have? 

Because of the increase, I guess, in psychological abuse and emotional 

abuse of the children and the instability in general, that like he sees a lot of 

different people and they come home and feel really confused about you 

know relationships and so forth, I feel that it would be a lot more stable for 

them if they were with me most of the time and had, you know, maybe 

weekend every fortnight with him and shared holidays or something like 

that, yeah. (Interview 17) 

The kids told me of a situation where they were having a shower with 

daddy - which is something we never did with the children, we never 

showered with the children, the kids were bathed in a bath tub. And it 

evolved that daddy had no clothes on either and the kids had no clothes on 

and daddy said, ñclean daddyôs willyò. And thatôs when I got onto the 

Department of Child Safety and the kids were interviewed by the police. 

But because the children aged three and four didnôt make a disclosure, no 

surprises there, I had to return the children to that man, otherwise I would 

have been in breach of the parenting orders.... and the kids a few weeks 

later said it was still happening, the showers are still happening and there 

was, yeah an undertone there that the other stuff was still happening and I 

went through the same process again but again, the children didnôt make 
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any disclosures. é But he is inflicting emotional physical abuse on the 

children and Iôm very worried about the children, when theyôre in his care.  

But youôre unable to get that care, you know the shared care arrangement 

modified as a result of that? 

Well the children didnôt make a disclosure to the police, so they couldnôt 

charge the father. The problem Iôve got is the current legislation, which is 

very much in line with both parents sharing the care of the children and in a 

world outside of the one Iôm in, I think it has possibilities, but when youôre 

looking at a situation like mine, where the father in this case, he has a 

history of domestic violence and heôs subjected me to it and he is now 

subjecting the children to it. I spoke to my solicitor yesterday with my 

recent concerns, she said we could go back to court, but the problem with 

going to court is you may as well put a $20,000 price tag on it, itôs very, 

very expensive and when you consider that Iôve already spent up to maybe 

$50,000 éand I still have to fork out $000s more to go back. 

It is also clear that matters are significantly more likely to be litigated when a parent has 

safety concerns for their children when they are in the care of the other parent, especially 

mothers with serious concerns (Figure 4.18).
39

  

Figure 4.18: Safety concerns for children by means of resolution  

a) reported by mothers 

 
 

 

 

 

 

                                                 

39
   ɢ2 = 66.0, 4 df, p <.001 for mothers, and ɢ2 = 25.9, 4 df, p <.001 for fathers. Regression analysis also 

indicated that having the court mandate care arrangements is associated with a 22% increase in the 

probability of a parent having safety concerns.  

 



 

82 

b) reported by fathers 

 

 

Concerns about violence 

Similarly, Figure 4.19 indicates that parents in shared care were less likely than those in other 

care arrangements to report concerns for their own safety.  The highest levels of concern were 

reported by mothers whose children were living with them 100% of the time. There were also 

relatively high level of concern among both mothers and fathers whose children were living 

with the father 100% of the time but the numbers in these two ófather residenceô groups were 

small. Again, however, several mothers in the interview group told of violence and abuse and 

denigration by their former partners involved in shared care with them. Several mothers 

reported that they had an AVO or orders that dictate that the children are dropped off and 

picked up from school or a contact centre to prevent the parents coming into direct contact 

with each other.   

Figure 4.19: Percentage of parents reporting concerns about violence against them by 

care arrangement: 

a) reported by mothers  
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b) reported by fathers 

 

 

Significantly, concerns about the safety of the children and conflict between the parents over 

child-rearing issues were highly correlated (r (523) = .48 for mothers and r (378) = .45 for 

fathers); conflict over money was not correlated at all with safety for children (r (502) = .04 

for mothers and r (371) = .12 for fathers.  The same pattern was evident for concerns about 

violence to themselves, and concerns about safety and violence were highly correlated: (r 

(540) = .63 for mothers and r (370) = .55 for fathers).   

4.5 Perceived child outcomes and parental satisfaction 

Parents were asked several questions about how well they thought their current arrangements 

óworked for the childrenô, how happy they thought the children were with those arrangements 

and how satisfied they were with the arrangements.
40

 The responses of parents in shared care 

arrangements were then compared with those from parents in other care arrangements, with 

particular attention to the comparison with parents when children were living mostly with 

their mother, because this has been the ñtraditionalò care arrangement for some time. A series 

of analyses, including regression analyses, were carried out, controlling for the influence of 

other factors such as age, gender, the perceived level of conflict between the parents, and how 

the particular parenting arrangement was determined.  

The main independent variables were the shared care categories, and ómost time with motherô 

was set as the reference category in each instance.
41

 The demographic variables which were 

used as independent variables (or covariates) included the respondentôs: 

                                                 

40
  These variables were initially 5-point scales, but it was decided to collapse them into binary variables 

containing the lowest two points (Y) and the top three points (N), for ease or interpretation of results. It is 

not appropriate to conduct OLS regression in limited ordinal scales such as these, and other methods such 

as ordered probit or logit regression produce complex results inaccessible to non-statistical audiences. 

41
  ñMost time with motherò is the predominant and ótraditionalô form of post-separation parenting 

arrangement so it provides a useful comparison point when analysing the óeffectsô of shared care. The 

numbers of parents in this study with arrangements other than shared care and ñmost time with motherò 

arrangements are also considerably smaller resulting in small cell sizes when a number of variables are 

taken into account. 
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¶ Gender (mother/father) 

¶ Age 

¶ Education 

¶ Income 

¶ Employment status 

¶ Time since separation 

¶ Time in previous relationship 

¶ Re-partnering status 

¶ Former partnerôs re-partnering status
42

 

 

In addition to these controls, a second set of independent control factors was created to 

capture the degree of cooperation and conflict between the ex-partners.
43

 These included 

were: 

¶ Whether the couple went to court to decide on care arrangements  

¶ An index of tasks associated with caring for the child (eg looking after the child when 

s/he is sick, taking the child to birthday parties, sport, other activities etc) 

¶ An index of issues over which there is conflict in relation to the child, including 

tension over money issues, disagreement over basic child-rearing issues, and being 

able to talk about child-related issues 

¶ Whether the respondent or their partner makes decisions about the child 

¶ Whether the respondent pays or receives maintenance   

¶ Whether they think their former partner bears a fair proportion of the costs of caring 

for the child.  

In addition to these demographic and cooperation/conflict controls, interaction effects 

between each of the care arrangement categories and the gender of the respondent were also 

tested, owing to the likely effect of parental gender on their responses. As the findings 

reported earlier show, the reported effect of shared care is likely to be different for mother 

and father respondents.   

4.6 How well does the current arrangement work for the child? 

Parents were asked to rate on a five-point scale how well they thought the current 

arrangements were working for their children. Figure 4.20 a, b indicates that parents with 

shared care arrangements were generally positive about these arrangements, with fathers 

being somewhat more positive than mothers (77% of fathers and 66% of mothers). In fact, 

fathers with shared care arrangements (77%) reported that the arrangements were working 

                                                 

42
  Categories were omitted to create a reference category (base comparison group) of a person who did not 

go to court, has less responsibility for child-rearing tasks, pays for less, experiences less conflict, makes 

joint decisions, neither pays nor receives maintenance, and thinks the other partner does not bear their 

fair share of the costs. 

43
  An index of costs associated with caring for the child (eg school uniforms, holidays for the children, 

child care or out of school care, etc) was excluded from the analysis because of too much missing data. 
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significantly better for their children than those whose children were spending most of their 

time with their mother (47%).
44

 Mothersô reports on how well the arrangements were 

working did not differ significantly between those whose children were in shared care (66% 

working well) or spent most of their time with them (60.5%).  Both mothers and fathers who 

spend little no or no time with their children, however, were the most likely to report that the 

parenting arrangements were working badly for their children.  

Well I think itôs been better for them. They havenôt lost one or the other 

parent sort of thing, or become distanced from them, and in fact theyôve 

become, you know closer. So you know we do everything to ... together and 

you know, and theyôve still got access to the other parent whenever they 

want so itôs ... yeah, I think itôs been you know much better for them. 

(Father of 14 and 12 year olds in shared care) 

Works well ï good things?  Time with the kids.  Yeah, definitely, and 

having all the family, our family, sort of together. Yeah. But the time is the 

thing.  Andé you know, I think the boys have been helped enormously. 

Theyôve just changed and, you know, Zach has gone from being 

introverted, unhappy... He was a very, you know, shy and unhappy boy who 

wouldnôt make a decision and heôs blossomed.  And James was always, you 

know, an easier, happier kid, but heôs suddenly gotten interested in things 

that he wasnôt interested in before... He was always near the bottom of his 

year in school and he used to mock people who tried and things like that, 

and now heôs having a go and heôs interested and wants to do well and 

wants to, he wants to prove himself. (Father of 14 and 12 year olds in 

shared care)
 45

 

Figure 4.20: How well current arrangements work for children by care arrangement 

a) reported by fathers 

 

                                                 

44
   ɢ2 = 45.3, 8 df, p <.001 for fathers. 

45
  All names have been replaced by pseudonyms to protect confidentiality. 
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b) reported by mothers   

 

A series of analyses, including regression analyses, were conducted to examine parentsô 

perceptions of how well the current arrangements, including shared care, work for the 

children, taking into account the influence of a range of other variables that might be 

expected to vary between parents who have shared care arrangements and those who have 

other arrangements.
46

  These analyses indicate that much of the difference between the 

various care arrangements in how well those arrangements were perceived to be working was 

associated with their concerns about safety for their children, violence towards themselves, 

and how they came to that arrangement. The demographic factors had little influence.
 47

 

Figure 4.21 shows, for example, the proportion of mothers and fathers who reported that the 

care arrangements were working badly, according to whether they had safety concerns for 

their children in the care of the other parent. When there were no safety concerns, there were 

very few parents who said the arrangements were working badly - apart from a slight increase 

where the children were living all the time with their mother. As safety concerns increase, 

however, mothers were more than twice as likely to report that shared care arrangements 

were working badly than fathers were; at serious levels of concern for the safety of the 

children, for example, the relative proportions of mothers and fathers saying shared care was 

working badly were .73 and .35. Mothers with shared care were, however, not significantly 

more negative than mothers with the children mostly in their care (66-99% of the time) 

except where they held serious concerns about the safety of the children (.72 compared with 

.36). Both mothers and fathers were also significantly more negative as the level of safety 

concerns increased when the child was in the care of the other parent for more of the time. 

The most predominantly negative group were mothers when children were with their father 

100% of the time (over 80% of mothers).  

                                                 

46
  A final series of models used variables denoting ópastô versus ópresent shared careô status, based on the 

codes provided from the CSA for the selection of the sample (ónot in shared careô, óin shared care prior to 

2007ô, and óin shared care between 2007 and 2008ô) in conjunction with present shared care status. These 

variables, and interactions combining them with respondent gender, were regressed on the three 

dependent variables. None of the categories, past or present, or in interaction, significantly predicted any 

of the outcomes, and this factor was consequently dropped from the analysis. 

47
  There was no significant effect associated with the demographic variables. 
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Figure 4.21: Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting care arrangements working 

badly by level of safety concerns for children  

 

Somewhat similar patterns in relation to the interaction effects were evident for both concerns 

about violence and level of conflict between the parents (Figure 4.22 and Figure 4.23). 

As with safety concerns for their children, when there were no concerns about violence to 

themselves, few parents said the arrangements were working badly for their children - apart 

from a marked increase in this case for fathers where the children were living all the time 

with their mother (Figure 4.22). As concerns about violence increase, however, a marked 

increased proportion of mothers in shared care arrangements (from less than .1 to .45) 

reported that these arrangements were working badly for the children. Where mothers held 

some concerns, those in shared care arrangements were twice as likely to report negatively 

compared with those where the children were with them most of the time (approximately .44 

compared with .18); at serious levels of concerns there was little difference between mothers 

with these two sets of arrangements, and the proportion who were negative dropped off to 

about one in ten when the children were with them 100% of the time. About one in five of the 

fathers with shared care arrangements indicated that this was not working well for children 

when there had concerns about violence themselves, but the highest proportion was for 

fathers who reported serious concerns and whose children were with their mothers most of 

the time (all fathers in this group). When children were with their mother 100% of the time, 

fathers were negative about how the arrangements were working regardless of the level of 

concern about violence to themselves.
48

 

 

 

                                                 

48
  The number of fathers who had concerns about violence to themselves was, however, very low. 
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Figure 4.22: Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting care arrangements working 

badly for children by concerns about violence  

 

As Figure 4.23 shows, the proportion of mothers who reported that shared care arrangements 

were working badly was low and not significantly different for mothers with ñmostly motherò 

arrangements where there was low or even medium levels of conflict. The picture is quite 

different, however, when they report high levels of conflict. In this case, mothers with shared 

care arrangements are just as negative as those whose children are with the father most or  all 

of the time.
49

  For fathers, the highest proportion reporting that the arrangements are working 

badly had children who were with their mother all or most of the time in circumstances where 

there was medium or high level of conflict. 

                                                 

49
  The two groups (fathers 100% of the time and fathers most of the time) were combined because of the small 

number of fathers in these groups (see Figure 4.3) 
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Figure 4.23: Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting care arrangements working 

badly for children by conflict  

 

As outlined earlier, litigation was more common when there were concerns about safety and 

violence. This was also the case where conflict was higher but this might well be both a 

reflection of and a cause of the litigation. It is not surprising then that as the degree of 

intervention in coming to an arrangement increases, the proportion of both mothers and 

fathers who see the arrangement as not working increases (Figure 4.24). This was especially 

so for fathers where the children are primarily in the care of their mother, and again this is 

hardly surprising because they have clearly lost the case for care of their children. The pattern 

for mothers in relation to mothers and shared care is also instructive. Where shared care was 

the outcome of litigation, about 40% of mothers saw it as not working for their children 

whereas the figure for fathers was only about 5%. This is consistent with a pattern that the 

parent who did not get his or her preferred outcome in the litigation is more likely to report 

that the arrangement is not working well for the child than the parent who was successful. 
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Figure 4.24: Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting care arrangement working 

badly for children by means of resolution  

 

4.7 How happy are children with the arrangement? 

Similar analyses based on parental perceptions of how happy their children are with the 

arrangements yield quite similar findings. While the majority of parents report that their 

children are happy or very happy with the arrangement, the highest proportion is for those in 

a shared care arrangement with minor differences between mothers and fathers (Figure 4.25). 

Fathers reported that children are happier with shared care and in their own care than in 

arrangements in which most of their time is spent with their mothers.  Mothers reported that 

the children are equally happy in shared care and when they spend all (or nearly all) their 

time with them.  As with the ratings of how well the arrangements are working, there is some 

evidence of reporting bias, with both mothers and fathers saying the children are least likely 

to be happy when they have little time with them and spend most of their time with the other 

parent.  
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Figure 4.25: Childrenôs happiness with current arrangement  

a) reported by fathers  

 

b) reported by mothers 

 

As with parentsô perceptions of how well the arrangements were working for their children, 

further analyses, including regression analyses, to take into account the influence of other 

factors indicated that demographic factors made little difference.
50

  Once again, parentsô 

perceptions of how happy their children were with their arrangements were affected by their 

level of concern for the safety of their children, violence towards themselves, the conflict 

between the parents, and the means by which they came to those arrangements (see Figure 

                                                 

50
  These analyses examined the effect of shared care upon the chances of the respondent reporting that óthe 

child is unhappy or very unhappy with the arrangementô controlling for the influence of many other 

variables. 
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4.26, Figure 4.27 and Figure 28). Though there is some similarity in patterns, there were 

some differences between parentsô perceptions of how happy the children were and how well 

they thought the arrangements were working for the children. 

Both mothers and fathers reported that most children were happy in shared care arrangements 

at rates that were similar to those in ómostly motherô arrangements when they held no 

concerns for their childrenôs safety in the care of the other parent.  Their childrenôs perceived 

happiness decreased, however, as their level of safety concerns increased, especially for 

mothers. Over half the mothers who had serious safety concerns said their children were 

unhappy in shared care, compared with about 25% of the fathers. There was little difference 

between mothers and fathers, however, at any level of concern when children were ómostly 

with their mothersô. Again, both mothers and fathers had the most negative views about their 

childrenôs happiness when they were in the care of the other parent all of the time. Over 70% 

of mothers said their children were unhappy living with their father all or most of the time. 

Figure 4.26: Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting children are unhappy by 

safety concerns for children  

 

The pattern is somewhat similar for parentsô concerns for themselves about violence and for 

conflict (Figure 4.27). Perhaps the most significant finding from Figure 4.27 (concerning 

levels of conflict) is that there is little difference between mothers and fathers in either shared 

care or ómostly motherô arrangements in terms of how happy or unhappy they perceive 

children to be except where there were high levels of conflict. In this case, mothers reported 

children being unhappier in shared care than living mostly with them.  
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Figure 4.27: Proportion of mothers and fathers saying children are unhappy by conflict  

 

Figure 4.28: Proportion of mothers and fathers saying children are unhappy by means 

of resolution  

 

Not surprisingly, childrenôs perceived happiness differed according to the means by which 

their parents came to their care arrangements.  It is very similar to the pattern of parents 

reporting that the care arrangements are not working well. Again, as the degree of 

intervention in coming to an arrangement increases, the proportion of both mothers and 

fathers who see the children as unhappy increases (Figure 28), except for mothers whose 

children are with them 100% of the time. The difference between the perceptions of mothers 

and fathers with shared care arrangements also increased. When shared care was the outcome 
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of litigation, about 40% of mothers said their children were unhappy whereas the figure for 

fathers was only about 10%. The proportion of mothers who said their children were unhappy 

doubled from agreed arrangements to those arranged with professional help, and again to 

litigated matters. 

4.8 How satisfied are parents with the arrangements? 

Parents were asked to indicate on a five-point scale how satisfied they were overall with the 

parenting arrangements for their children. Both mothers and fathers reported high levels of 

satisfaction in shared care, and when their children were mostly in their own care (Figure 

4.29). The least satisfied parents were those whose children were primarily in the care of the 

other parent. 

Figure 4.29: Parental satisfaction with current care arrangement  

a) reported by fathers 
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b) reported by mothers 

 

 

Again, demographic variables made little difference to the above pattern of satisfaction but 

safety and violence concerns, and the level of conflict between parents and the means of 

resolution did make a difference. The patterns were again quite similar, with safety concerns 

for the children again associated with higher levels of dissatisfaction than for concerns about 

violence. The pattern for conflict is presented below. 

In relation to shared care and perceived conflict with their former partner, the most 

significant finding is that both mothers and fathers are significantly more dissatisfied with 

shared care as the level of conflict increases. For mothers, in low conflict, only 4% were 

dissatisfied compared with about 16% for medium conflict and 57% in high conflict. For 

fathers the figures are about 3%, 13% and 48% respectively. Mothers in shared care reporting 

high conflict also said they were more dissatisfied than those in high conflict with ómostly 

motherô arrangements (44%). Overall, for parents in high conflict, there is a linear trend with 

increasing dissatisfaction as the proportion of time children are with them decreases. 

Figure 4.31 shows parental dissatisfaction with the arrangements by the means of resolution 

and indicates that the level of dissatisfaction, not surprisingly, increases as the level of 

external intervention increases. There was, however, little difference between mothers with 

shared care and those whose children with them most of the time regardless of the means of 

resolution. Those with court-imposed shared care arrangements were not significantly more 

dissatisfied than those who had their children with them most of the time.  Fathers, however, 

were significantly more likely to be satisfied when they had shared care. 
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Figure 4.30: Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting dissatisfaction by level of 

conflict 

 

Figure 4.31: Proportion of mothers and fathers reporting dissatisfaction by means of 

resolution  

 
























































































































