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Sofie Vanassche®
Koen Matthijs*

Abstract

BACKGROUND

Because of the tendency towards equal parental rights in post-divorce custody
decisions, the number of children living partially in two households after divorce has
increased. Because of this evolution, traditional family typologies have been
challenged.

OBJECTIVE
In this study, we want to describe the post-divorce custody arrangements and family
configurations of Flemish adolescents (between 12 and 18 years old).

METHODS

We use four waves of the Leuven Adolescents and Families Study, a yearly survey in
which adolescents are questioned at school about their family life, family relationships
and various dimensions of their wellbeing. Our research sample consists of 1525
adolescents who experienced a parental break-up. First, we present information on the
proportion of adolescents in different custody arrangements, according to divorce
cohort, age and sex. Next, we describe post-divorce family configurations, according to
the custody arrangement and different criteria of co-residence between children and
step-parents.
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RESULTS

We observe a higher proportion of adolescents spending at least 33% of time in both
parental households (shared residence) for more recent divorce cohorts. A large
proportion of adolescents is living with a new partner of the mother or father, but there
are important differences, according to the criteria used to define stepfamily
configurations.

CONCLUSIONS

The relatively high incidence figures of children in shared residence challenge the
current dichotomous post-divorce family concept in terms of single parent families and
stepfamilies. Family typologies applying a binuclear perspective are therefore
increasingly meaningful and necessary. In addition, shared residence increases the
chance of co-residence with at least one step-parent, and increases the proportion of
children with a part-time residential stepmother.

1. Introduction

One of the challenging issues for future demography and family sociology is the
question of how to define and measure the family situation of children following
parental divorce. In many research articles, single parent families are dichotomously
distinguished from stepfamilies, as if there existed clear, undisputable boundaries
between the two family configurations. With the growing number of children living
partially in two households after divorce, this dichotomy is challenged. Shared parental
responsibilities have become the norm in many countries and the number of children in
joint physical custody is rising. Consequently, an increasing number of children are
living a substantial amount of time in both parental households, in which different
family configurations may exist. In addition, children in joint custody situations
stochastically have a higher chance of living with a new partner of mother or father, or
both. This has important consequences for the way we look at families and how we
describe them.

Flanders (the Northern region of Belgium) provides us with an interesting context
for the study of post-divorce custody arrangements and family structures for several
reasons. First, in an international context, Belgium has one of the highest divorce rates
(Eurostat 2010). More than one fifth of the children below the age of eighteen
experienced a parental divorce (Lodewijckx 2005). Second, it has liberal custody
legislation. Joint parental authority has been legally established since 1995, and joint
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physical custody, also known as ‘shared residence’, was introduced in 2006 as the
default residential model following parental divorce.

No official figures exist for residential arrangements or post-divorce family
structures. Decisions on residential arrangements are consolidated in court, but these
statistics are not available on an aggregate national level. As a consequence, Belgian
policy makers have no precise information on the residential arrangements of divorced
families. Post-divorce family configurations are also difficult to register, as the factual
living situation is often different from the official one due to financial, practical or other
reasons. Moreover, stepfamilies are difficult to detect, as information is needed on the
biological relatedness of all household members. Some attempts have been made to
estimate the number of Flemish children living in stepfamily formations (for example
by Lodewijck 2005), but the reliability margins are relatively high.

The aim of this study is twofold. First, we describe the proportion of adolescents in
different residential arrangements for different divorce cohorts. We thereby expect to
reveal an increase of children in shared residence for the more recent cohorts. Secondly,
we illustrate the post-divorce family configurations of adolescents, taking into account
their residential arrangement. We thereby focus on the question of how different
definition criteria alter the distribution of specific family configurations. To achieve
this, we make use of data from the Leuven Adolescents and Families Study (Vanassche
et al. 2012). These data are very suitable for the aim of this article, due to the particular
research design of the study and the measurement instruments regarding the custody
arrangement and family configurations of adolescents.

2. Data and methods
2.1 The Leuven Adolescents and Families Study

The Leuven Adolescents and Families Study (Dutch abbreviation ‘LAGO’) is a repeated
cross-sectional study, in which yearly approximately 1800 adolescents are questioned
about their family life, family relationships and various dimensions of their wellbeing.
Adolescents are roughly between 12 and 18 years old with a mean age of 15. They are
questioned in their classroom at school by an individual paper-and-pencil questionnaire.
First, schools are selected via a disproportional, stratified sample. The strata consist of
specific combinations of school type (schools owned by the communities, subsidized
public schools and subsidized free schools) and regions of at least 50000 inhabitants in
all Flemish provinces. Second, two random classes of pupils for each educational track
(general, technical, arts and vocational) and grade are selected within the schools.
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The design of the study guarantees a sample of adolescents across all social layers,
spread across schools that differ in the socio-economic and cultural backgrounds of
their pupils. There is a very limited selective non-response rate (<1%) compared to
other large-scale surveys. A unique characteristic of the questionnaire is that, in case of
divorce, detailed information is asked about the family situation of both parental
households. In that sense, the LAGO study is adapted to the binuclear family situation of
children following parental divorce. The codebooks of all LAGO rounds are available at
www.soc.kuleuven.be/lagoenglish.

Currently, four rounds of LAGO have been completed (between 2008 and 2012),
resulting in a database with information on 7035 adolescents. The combined sample
distribution of sex, age and educational track resembles that of the Flemish secondary
school population very well (Vanassche et al. 2012). Approximately 26% of the
adolescents experienced a parental divorce or separation”, which is in line with the
population figures reported by Lodewijckx (2005). Our research sample is limited to the
1525 adolescents with divorced or separated parents, both of whom were alive at the
time the questionnaire was administered, and who indicated that they live with at least
one of their biological parents. Table 1 shows some basic descriptive statistics.

Table 1: Descriptives (N=1525)

Variable %, mean, sd

LAGO round 25% first round, 29% second round, 28% third round, 18% fourth round
Sex 42% boys, 58% girls

Age Mean 15.2, sd 1.9

Age at divorce Mean 7.5, sd 4.3

Grade 26% first grade, 39% second grade, 32% third grade, 3% fourth grade
Study track 48% general, 24% technical, 25% vocational, 3% arts

Nationality 94% Belgian nationality, 6% non-Belgian nationality

Religion 53% Catholic, 5% Islamic, 37% no religion, 5% other

Education of father 55% no higher education, 23% higher education, 22% university
Education of mother 49% no higher education, 31% higher education, 20% university

® Parental divorce/separation figures were obtained by combining the answers on the questions “Do your
parents currently live together?” and “What is the current marital status of your parents?”.
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2.2 A residential calendar to measure residential arrangements

Residential arrangements, if included at all in surveys, are generally measured rather
basically, with simple predefined categories (for example: living with mother, living
with both parents, living with father). Therefore, a new measurement instrument, the
residential calendar, was developed by the authors to measure post-divorce residential
arrangements (Sodermans et al. 2012). The residential calendar is a visual depiction of a
normal month, each box representing a part of a day (Figure 1). Respondents need to
indicate on a monthly basis, which days and nights they spend with their mother, with
their father, or somewhere else. Clear instructions are provided, followed by an
example of a residential situation and a correctly completed calendar.

Figure 1: The residential calendar

Monday Tuesday Wednesday Thursday Friday Saturday Sunday

Week 1

Week 2

Week 3

Week 4

From the residential calendar, the share of time that children live with their mother and
father was calculated. Following Melli (1999), the threshold for shared residence was
set at 33%. Five different residential arrangements were distinguished: always with
mother — mostly with mother — shared residence — mostly with father — always with
father. Living ‘always’ with a parent is defined as living exclusively (100%) with that
parent. Living ‘mostly” with a parent is defined as living more than 66% but less than
100% with that parent. Shared residence means that the child lives at least 33% of time
with each parent. For those respondents who have not filled out the residential calendar,
we used their answer on the conventional scale of the residential arrangement. This
scale contained the same five categories as listed above.
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3. Results
3.1 Post-divorce custody arrangements

Almost 33% of adolescents always live with their mother, and another 33% indicate
that they live mostly with their mother. 25% of adolescents live alternately with their
mother and father. Only 4% live mostly and 5% always with their father. Within the
group of adolescents with shared residence, the majority (67%) live exactly 50% of
time with their mother and father. Almost 9% of adolescents with shared residence
indicate that they spend more time in the paternal household, while 24% spends more
time in the maternal household. These figures show that, despite the changing
normative climate towards equal parental rights, the mother is still the dominant
caregiver after a parental break-up for the majority of the children. Yet, there are
reasons to assume that the role of the father has become more important. As can be
derived from Table 2, the proportion of adolescents in shared residence more than
triples between the first and last divorce cohort.® Simultaneously, the proportion of
adolescents living always with the mother is lower for recently divorced parents.

Table 2: Proportion of adolescents in different residential arrangements,
according to divorce cohort

% 1990-1995 1996-1999 2000-2005 2006-2011
Always with mother 52.2 45.7 26.0 27.8
Mostly with mother 27.2 35.1 34.8 28.1
Shared residence 9.8 14.1 29.3 32.8
Mostly with father 6.5 2.9 4.3 4.7
Always with father 6.1 2.2 5.6 6.6

N 92 276 624 320

The differences between divorce cohorts can be partially due to age differences.
Adolescents whose parents divorced more recently are on average younger than those in
older divorce cohorts. Table 3 shows that shared residence is less probable for
adolescents older than 16. The finding that older adolescents are more likely to live
exclusively with the same parent has been demonstrated by other research as well (e.g.
Cancian and Meyer 1998).

® Year of divorce was calculated by subtracting age at divorce from the respondent’s current age.
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Table 3: Proportion of adolescents in different custody arrangements,
according to age and sex
Age Sex

% 11-14 15-16 17+ Boy Girl
Always with mother 25.4 33.6 41.8 26.9 37.3
Mostly with mother 35.6 32.1 29.3 33.2 321
Shared residence 30.9 26.1 16.2 29.5 21.8
Mostly with father 3.2 4.1 5.1 4.7 3.6
Always with father 4.9 4.1 7.6 5.8 5.1
N 556 536 433 644 881

Children with shared residence make transitions between the maternal and paternal
household on a regular basis. The majority of adolescents (67%) move four times per
month, corresponding with living one week with mother, followed by one week with
father, the so-called ‘every-other-week arrangement’. Around 30% of adolescents move
more frequently between the two parental households.

Shared residence is more likely for boys than for girls (Table 3). This confirms
previous research and is explained by Fox and Kelly (1995) by the fact that fathers
make more of an effort to gain custody when sons are involved. Girls, on the other
hand, are more likely to always live with the mother (37%) than boys are (27%).

3.2 Post-divorce family structures following parental divorce

Tables 4a and 4b show the cross tabulation of the partner situation of mother and father,
respectively, and the residential arrangement of the adolescent. Almost one out of three
adolescents report that their mother is single, and the same percentage reports that the
father is single. Consequently, if a step-parent is very broadly defined as a partner of a
biological parent of the child, these figures indicate that two out of three adolescents
with divorced parents have a stepmother, and two out of three have a stepfather. If we
further restrict the definition of a step-parent to a partner living together with a
biological parent, approximately one out of two adolescents has a stepfather, and one
out of two has a stepmother. A further restriction may be co-residence of step-parent
and stepchild. If co-residence is considered as living at least some time together (>0%)
almost 45% live with a stepfather, versus 36% with a stepmother. A further restriction
of living at least 33% of time with a step-parent reduces the number of adolescents
living with a stepmother to 18% while the proportion living with a stepfather remains
almost unchanged. Finally, while one third of the adolescents live at least 66% of time

http://www.demographic-research.org 427



Sodermans, Vanassche & Matthijs: Post-divorce custody arrangements and binuclear family structures

with a stepfather, only 5% of adolescents report living at least 66% of time with a

stepmother.

Table 4a:

Partner situation of the mother, according to the residential
arrangement of the child (N=1505)

Total % AIV\{ays Mo.stly Shared Mo§tly Always
Column % with with residence with with TOTAL
mother mother father father
No partner 12.6 10.3 8.8 1.3 1.4 34.4
38.6 31.4 34.9 30.7 26.6
LAT-relation 4.8 4.8 4.1 0.7 0.4 14.7
14.6 14.6 16.1 16.1 7.6
Unmarried 8.8 10.1 8.2 1.3 2.3 30.6
cohabitation 26.8 30.8 325 30.7 443
Remarried 6.5 7.6 4.1 0.9 1.1 20.3
19.9 23.3 16.4 22.6 21.5
Table 4b:  Partner situation of the father, according to the residential
arrangement of the child (N=1446)
oa A0 N s NV A roma
mother mother father father
No partner 9.3 8.7 8.0 1.6 2.2 29.8
30.5 25.9 30.8 37.1 40.0
LAT-relation 2.8 4.4 4.8 0.8 0.8 13.6
9.3 12.9 18.6 17.7 13.8
Unmarried 10.7 14.2 9.1 1.0 15 36.5
cohabitation 35.0 42.1 35.1 24.2 26.3
Remarried 7.7 6.4 4.1 0.9 11 20.2
25.2 19.1 15.7 21.0 20.0
428 http://www.demographic-research.org
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Table 5 presents the post-divorce family configuration of adolescents from a binuclear
perspective. In the first column, a broad definition of co-residence is used, while in the
second column co-residence is defined as living at least 33% in a household. Under the
broad definition of co-residence, one out of six adolescents lives permanently with the
mother and one out of six lives fulltime with mother and stepfather. A very small group
lives fulltime with a single father or with father and stepmother. Almost one out of six
adolescents commutes between two single parent households. More than a quarter of
the adolescents alternately live in a single parent household and a stepfamily. Finally,
one fifth lives part-time in two stepfamily configurations. Overall, 65% of all
adolescents live at least some time with a step-parent after the parental divorce.

Under the more strict definition of co-residence, one out of three adolescents live
fulltime with a single mother, and a third lives fulltime with mother and stepfather. The
other six remaining binuclear family configurations are almost equally distributed over
the remaining third of adolescents. Overall, 55% of the adolescents with divorced
parents lives at least one third of time with a step-parent.

The four combinations of family configurations are relatively equally divided
within the groups of shared residence under both conditions, such as the presence or
absence of a step-parent within the mother and father custody group. Overall,
approximately three out of four adolescents in shared residence have at least one step-
parent, versus one out of two adolescents in mother or father custody.

Table 5: The post-divorce family situation of adolescents, according to two
different criteria

Child is living at Child is living at

% least some time least 33% in
(>0%) in household household
Fulltime with single mother 175 325
Fulltime with single father 2.9 5.1
Fulltime with mother and stepfather 15.4 33.1
Fulltime with father and stepmother 25 4.3
Alternating with single mother, and with single father 14.3 6.7
Alternating with mother and stepfather, and with single 13.0 5.7
father
Alternating with single mother, and with father and 15.3 6.1
stepmother
Alternating with mother and stepfather, and with father 19.2 6.7
and stepmother
N 1495 1504
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4. Conclusion

The aim of this study was to describe the post-divorce family configurations of
adolescents, with a focus on the increasing number of children in shared residence, and
the implications for stepfamily formation.

First of all, we observe an increase in the proportion of adolescents spending at
least 33% of time in both parental households between the first and last divorce cohort.
Especially for divorces from 2006 onwards, when the legal presumption for shared
residence was installed, this figure is rather high, reflecting the diminution of the
maternal dominance in custody arrangements. Moreover, we notice a rather inflexible
interpretation of shared residence, as the majority of joint custody children can be
classified in the every-other-week arrangement (living exactly 50% of time in each
parental household). However, the purpose of the law was to stress gender neutrality
and to enhance father-child contact, rather than striving for equal division of children
between both parents. The relatively high incidence figures of shared residence
challenge the current dichotomous post-divorce family concept in terms of single parent
families or stepfamilies, and raise questions such as how to classify part-time single
parent and part-time stepfamily formations. Family typologies applying a binuclear
perspective are therefore increasingly meaningful and necessary.

Secondly, a transversal look at the adolescent population shows that the large
majority is living with a mother’s or father’s new partner following parental divorce.
From a life course perspective, the proportion of adolescents with divorced parents that
has ever lived with a step-parent will even be higher. According to the criteria that are
used to define step-parents, there are, however, important differences in the proportion
of children with a stepmother and with a stepfather. Due to dominant residence with the
mother, children most often live with a stepfather, especially if strict co-residence
criteria are applied. With the increasing proportion of children in shared residence, we
may however expect an increasing number of children living with a stepmother.
Complementary, we may expect the proportion of fulltime residential stepfathers to
decline. More gender equal residential arrangements may thus diminish existing
differences between the parental role of stepfathers and stepmothers.

Overall, our empirical inventory shows that there is an increasing heterogeneity in
family and household configurations of parents and children. This has important
consequences for the analysis of demographic evolutions and for the sociological
reflection on household structures and kinship systems. Moreover, it will increasingly
have consequences for official population registrations that are currently not adapted to
demographic reality.
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