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Chapter 12
Gender Differences in Parental Well-being 
After Separation: Does Shared Parenting 
Matter?

Katja Köppen, Michaela Kreyenfeld, and Heike Trappe

�Introduction

Mothers and fathers face “gendered realities” after union dissolution. Mothers usu-
ally continue to live with their children, and thus have to juggle work and parental 
responsibilities. Moreover, mothers typically experience a significant drop in (equiv-
alent) household income in the aftermath of separation and divorce (Andreß and 
Bröckel 2007; Bayaz-Ozturk et al. 2018), which is reflected in a decline in their sat-
isfaction with their financial situation (Leopold and Kalmijn 2016). In contrast, the 
well-being of fathers is more strongly affected by their reduced opportunities to see 
their children and to interact with them on a regular basis (Huß and Pollmann-Schult 
2018). While the economic well-being of fathers does not, on average, decline as 
much as that of mothers, fathers commonly report substantial drops in satisfaction 
with family life when they separate (Leopold 2018). Thus, these gendered realities 
after separation and divorce are mirrored in gendered patterns of well-being. However, 
recent changes in gender role attitudes and fathers’ behaviour suggest that a change 
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is occurring. Fathers have become more active in the upbringing of their children. In 
addition, a growing percentage of separated parents are practising “shared parenting”.1

Shared parenting is on the rise in many European countries (Smyth 2017; 
Steinbach 2019). Germany has been a laggard in this trend, as only about 5% of 
separated parents with minor children in Germany practise shared parenting arrange-
ments (Kindler and Walper 2016; Walper 2016). Nevertheless, there has been a lively 
scholarly and public discussion on the “Wechselmodell” in Germany (Sünderhauf 
2013; Walper 2016). In particular, the question of whether (equally) shared parenting 
should be integrated into the legal framework as the standard physical custody 
arrangement is being debated. Those who favour making (equally) shared parenting 
the default option typically argue that this change in the law would be a logical 
response to the increased involvement of fathers in childrearing, while those who 
oppose such a change generally counter that German family patterns are still tradi-
tional, and that it would be premature to define shared parenting as the default model.

Child well-being is an important dimension in the debate on shared parenting. 
There is a large body of existing literature on the effects of parental separation on 
the emotional and the economic well-being of children and adolescents (Härkönen 
et al. 2017; Lee and McLanahan 2015; McLanahan et al. 2013; Walper and Beckh 
2006; Walper et al. 2015). For example, a number of studies have looked at how 
child well-being is affected by the frequency of contact and the quality of the rela-
tionship with the non-resident parent (Amato and Rezac 1994; Kalmijn 2016; 
Poortman 2018). Recent research has examined more specifically the well-being of 
children involved in shared parenting arrangements (Bauserman 2002; Beckmeyer 
et al. 2014; Bergström et al. 2015; Braver and Votruba 2018; Nielsen 2018; Steinbach 
2019). These studies have suggested that shared parenting can have positive effects 
on the well-being of children, provided the relationship between the ex-partners is 
characterised by low levels of conflict (ibid.).

While child well-being has been in the focus of a number of studies, less is 
known about how shared parenting relates to parental well-being. This study seeks 
to close part of this research gap by examining how practising shared parenting 
affects the well-being of fathers and mothers after separation and divorce. We anal-
yse two spheres of life: namely, satisfaction with family life and satisfaction with 
the financial situation of the household. Our analysis is based on 10 years of longi-
tudinal data from the German Family Panel (pairfam). Fathers and mothers are 
included, regardless of whether they were married or cohabiting or whether they 
had ever lived with the other parent. We investigate how separation affected mothers 
and fathers’ well-being. For the group of separated parents, we examine whether 
practising shared parenting affected their well-being after separation. We add to the 
literature in the following ways. First, our analysis provides nuanced evidence on 

1 We use the term “shared parenting” in this chapter. Apart from “shared parenting”, “joint parent-
ing”, “joint physical custody”, “shared residence”, and “shared residential custody” have been 
used to describe these arrangements in the literature. In the German context, “Wechselmodell” or 
“geteilte Betreuung” are often used interchangeably for the same arrangements (Schumann 2018). 
“Umgang” is a legally defined term in German that refers to the non-resident parent seeing the 
child on a regular basis. Some scholars have argued that “shared parenting” may be captured by the 
German legal concept of “erweiterter Umgang” (Henneman 2017).
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parental well-being by examining different spheres of life satisfaction. Second, we 
exploit a recent set of rich longitudinal data. While there is a large body of longitu-
dinal research on life satisfaction, less is known about parents’ well-being after 
separation. Third, our study can be added to the small number of studies that have 
examined the relationship between shared residence and parental well-being in the 
German context.

�Institutional Context, Prior Research, and Hypotheses

�Institutional Context

In Germany, as in many other European countries, the divorce rate has risen in 
recent decades. Although the divorce rate has decreased slightly since 2004, the cur-
rent level suggests that every third marriage in Germany is likely to end in divorce 
(Statistisches Bundesamt 2018a). In about half of all divorces, children of minor age 
are involved (ibid.). There are no official statistics on the separation rates of non-
marital unions with children, but evidence from social science surveys suggests that 
the risk of separation is higher among unmarried than  among married couples 
(Schnor 2014). In the large majority of cases, children continue to reside with their 
mother after a separation. This is evident from the small share of single fathers 
reported in the official statistics. About 90% of lone parents are women (Statistisches 
Bundesamt 2018b). The prevalence of shared parenting arrangements is not covered 
in the official statistics. Estimates based on social science surveys by Kindler and 
Walper (2016: 821) and Walper (2016: 124) indicate that in Germany, only about 
5% of all parents with minor children practice shared parenting after a separation. A 
government-initiated survey conducted among separated parents in 2016 and 2017 
reported substantially higher values of around 15% (Institut für Demoskopie 
Allensbach 2017), and found that another 17% of these parents would consider such 
an arrangement in the future (ibid.). However, the survey also found that around 
one-third of the separated parents had never heard of shared parenting (Wechselmodell) 
(ibid.: 24). As shared parenting is still an ill-defined concept in Germany, estimates 
of how common such arrangements are seem to be very sensitive to the phrasing of 
the question. However, regardless of which operational definition is used, the esti-
mates clearly show that the prevalence of shared parenting in Germany is well below 
the levels that are generally reported in countries such as the Netherlands, Sweden, 
Norway, and Belgium, where the percentage of separated parents who practice 
shared parenting ranges from 20% to 40% (Smyth 2017; Steinbach 2019).

Shared parenting is not yet legally defined in the German system. German family 
law regulates visitation rights (Umgangsrecht), based on the assumption that the 
child lives with one resident parent, while the non-resident parent has the right to 
see the child on a regular basis. The registration law (Melderecht) stipulates that the 
child can be registered with the local authorities at only one main place of residence. 
The parent with whom the child is registered receives the child benefits (Ruetten 
2016). As child benefits can only be collected by the resident parent, this area of 
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family law ignores the possibility of shared parenting. Other parts of the legal 
regime are less restrictive, and acknowledge shared parenting. This is, for example, 
the case for social welfare regulations, which stipulate that child supplements are 
allocated according to the number of overnight stays the child has at each parent’s 
residence. Furthermore, the non-resident parent is not legally required to pay child 
alimony if the child lives at the mother’s and the father’s residences for equal 
amounts of times (Dethloff and Kaesling 2018). A particularity of the German sys-
tem is that it provides for a sharp distinction between legal and physical custody. 
Legal custody (Sorgerecht) confers on a parent the rights and duties associated with 
making important decisions in the child’s life, such as decisions about the child’s 
education or medical care. Joint legal custody has become the default arrangement 
for divorced parents since 1998 (Dethloff 2015). Unmarried fathers have the legal 
right to apply for joint legal custody (ibid.). While joint legal custody is the standard 
legal custody arrangement when parents separate and divorce, there is considerable 
controversy surrounding the question of whether shared parenting should be made 
the default physical custody arrangement in the German system.

�Prior Research and Theoretical Considerations

A large body of research has documented that separation and divorce reduces well-
being (Clark et al. 2008; Diener 2009; Lucas 2007). As separation and divorce are 
often anticipated and preceded by partnership conflict, the life satisfaction levels of 
the partners tend to decline before the divorce or separation, and usually do not 
recover until several years later. Clark et al. (2008), using data from the German 
Socio-Economic Panel, found that the life satisfaction levels of men recover from 
divorce more quickly than those of women. Leopold (2018) confirmed this finding, 
while adding that men tend to experience a greater decrease in life satisfaction 
around the time of divorce than women. Leopold (2018) also examined other life 
course domains. His results indicated that between the ex-partners, there are large 
gender differences in the decline in household income, but only modest differences 
in levels of satisfaction with the financial situation and the standard of living of the 
household, and no gender differences in levels of satisfaction with health. Although 
there is a substantial body of research on life satisfaction levels based on German 
panel data, most of these studies only included divorcees, while leaving out the 
large and growing share of the separated population who were in unmarried unions. 
Furthermore, many of these studies were rather general, and did not address the 
particular situations of parents, or the “gendered realities” mothers and fathers are 
subject to after union dissolution.

The gendered realities after separation are closely linked to the division of paid 
and unpaid work that existed before these unions were dissolved (Leopold and 
Kalmijn 2016). In societies in which gendered family models are prevalent – i.e., 
the man is the main breadwinner while the woman works part-time and is in charge 
of the bulk of the housework and the childcare – mothers face a particularly high 
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risk of experiencing a decline in household income in the wake of a separation. The 
economic costs of union dissolution usually fall more heavily on women than on 
men because mothers often have lower earnings than fathers, and are more restricted 
in their labour market opportunities due to their fragmented work careers after 
entering parenthood (Bröckel and Andreß 2015). The incompatibility of work and 
family life can also limit the ability of mothers to expand their employment activi-
ties after a separation (van Damme et al. 2009). Thus, compared to men, women 
face greater poverty risks after separation or divorce, and are more likely to be 
dependent on public transfers (Andreß and Bröckel 2007; Bröckel and Andreß 
2015; Geisler and Kreyenfeld 2019; Popova and Navicke 2019). In contrast, men, 
and especially fathers, tend to experience larger declines in immaterial domains of 
life satisfaction than women; e.g., in the domains of health satisfaction and mental 
health (Biotteau et  al. 2019; Leopold 2018; Yuan 2016), emotional well-being 
(Kessler 2018), and satisfaction with family life (Huß and Pollmann-Schult 2018; 
Leopold 2018; Leopold and Kalmijn 2016). Fathers’ diminished levels of emotional 
and family-related well-being appear to be largely attributable to their reduced 
opportunities to see their children and to interact with them on a regular basis (Grätz 
2017), particularly if the children continue to live with their mother (Steinbach 2019).

Kessler (2018) has made the intriguing argument that as the gender revolution 
progresses (Goldscheider et al. 2015), and, correspondingly, women’s and men’s 
roles in the public and the private sphere converge, the gendered consequences of 
separation and divorce on parental well-being will decrease. Although the existing 
empirical evidence does not support this claim (Kessler 2018; Radenacker in this 
volume), the underlying theoretical idea is appealing because it assumes that the 
gendered division of paid and unpaid work before and after parental separation, and 
the parental care arrangements that support a certain division of labour, will moder-
ate the relationship between parental separation and the gendered realities that fol-
low. Empirical research from the Netherlands has shown that separated parents who 
were practising shared parenting reported having higher life satisfaction than other 
parents (van der Heijden et al. 2015), while a study from Belgium found no direct 
effects of joint physical custody on parents’ subjective well-being (Sodermans et al. 
2015). Mothers who were practising shared parenting reported having less time 
pressure than resident mothers, whereas fathers who were practising shared parent-
ing reported having slightly greater time pressure than other fathers (van der Heijden 
et al. 2016). A recent study based on data from the German micro-census found that 
the welfare benefits mothers were receiving declined significantly if their children 
were also living with the other parent (Geisler and Kreyenfeld 2019).

While shared parenting has the potential to improve the well-being of parents 
after separation, this arrangement has so far been adopted by only a small minority 
of separated parents in Germany. It should also be stressed that there are factors 
beyond custody arrangements that affect the lives of separated parents. Re-partnering, 
(re)-marriage, and the birth of a new child are critical events that can redefine the 
relationship of separated parents with their children from a previous union, and that 
can affect the separated parents’ well-being (Ivanova and Balbo 2019; Soons et al. 
2009). In addition, there are several factors that influence parental well-being that 
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are also correlated with shared parenting. Fathers and mothers are not selected ran-
domly into shared parenting. Instead, the choice to practise shared parenting 
depends on parental resources, as joint residence is more expensive than sole resi-
dence (Lettmaier and Dürbeck 2019). In order to practise shared parenting, both 
parents need to have sufficient housing space and equipment for the children. In 
addition, separated parents who live apart need to budget for the costs of transport-
ing the children between the parents’ residences. It is, therefore, not surprising that 
shared parenting is more common among highly educated than among less educated 
parents (Steinbach 2019). This selectivity is particularly pronounced under societal 
conditions in which joint physical custody is uncommon, as is the case in Germany 
(Walper 2016).

Following the abovementioned line of thought, we may assume that the gendered 
realities after separation would be mirrored in gendered differences in well-being. 
Mothers may experience a greater decline in economic well-being than fathers after 
separation (Hypothesis 1a). Conversely, levels of satisfaction with family life should 
decrease more among fathers than among mothers after separation (Hypothesis 1b). 
Practising shared parenting after separation is assumed to increase mothers’ finan-
cial well-being, because it tends to improve their employment opportunities, reduce 
their time pressures, and provide them with a better work-life-balance (Hypothesis 
2). Fathers who practise shared parenting are, by contrast, assumed to have a more 
intense and satisfying relationship with their children, because they are spending 
relatively long and regular periods of time with their children. Thus, we expect that 
practising shared parenting has a positive effect on fathers’ well-being (Hypothesis 
3). However, as choosing to practise shared parenting is not a random event, it is 
important to account for socio-economic factors that may select parents into shared 
parenting.

�Data, Variables, and Research Strategy

�Data and Analytical Sample

This chapter uses data from the German Family Panel (pairfam), a multidisciplinary, 
longitudinal study of partnership and family dynamics in Germany (Brüderl et al. 
2019; Huinink et  al. 2011). The German Family Panel is an annual survey that 
includes respondents of the birth cohorts 1971–73, 1981–83, and 1991–93. The first 
wave was conducted in 2008/09, and the most recent wave available is from 2017/18. 
In 2009/10, an oversample of eastern German respondents was added to the data 
(Kreyenfeld et al. 2012). The total number of observations for the ten survey waves, 
including the oversample, is 75,186 observations for 13,891 subjects. One of the 
exceptional features of this survey is that it collects detailed monthly partnership 
histories. Respondents are queried about the start and end dates of all partnerships 
that had a duration of more than 3 months, including living-apart-together relation-
ships. If children resulted from a relationship, respondents were asked to report the 
start and end points of the partnership, regardless of its duration.
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We have restricted this investigation to respondents whose first child was aged 17 
or younger at the time of the survey. We focus on first-born children in order to 
simplify the analysis. We have dropped respondents with incomplete birth or part-
nership histories, as well as respondents whose first child was already aged 18 or 
older. An individual respondent could contribute several person-years to the data. In 
our analytical sample, we observe 5,776 subjects over 27,190 person-years. Parts of 
the analysis are restricted to separated parents. In order to identify whether a respon-
dent was separated from the parent of his/her first-born child, we have combined the 
respondents’ partnership and fertility histories. If the respondent was in a partner-
ship when his/her first child was born, but separated from that partner later on, we 
assume that the person was a separated parent. Our procedure relies on the assump-
tion that the respondent’s partner at the time the child was born was the biological 
parent.2 We observe 550 separated fathers and 1,062 separated mothers in the data. 
The large difference in the sample sizes of separated fathers and separated mothers 
can be attributed to the differences in the ages at which women and men experience 
separation. However, under-coverage of fathers (Joyner et al. 2012) – and especially 
of separated fathers, given their high levels of attrition following separation – may 
have also contributed to this gap (Müller and Castiglioni 2015).

�Variables

The two outcome variables are satisfaction with family life and satisfaction with 
the financial situation of the household. Both variables are measured on a scale 
that ranges from zero (very dissatisfied) to ten (very satisfied). While satisfaction 
with family life is surveyed every year, satisfaction with the financial situation of the 
household was not yet surveyed in the first wave; thus, the sample size for the analy-
sis of this variable is slightly smaller than the sample size for the analysis of satis-
faction with family life. Table 12.6 in the appendix provides the sample descriptives. 
The table shows that satisfaction with family life (mean 8.51 in the total sample) 
was substantially higher than satisfaction with the financial situation of the house-
hold (mean 6.31 in the total sample).

A key independent variable of interest is the duration since the separation from 
the parent of the first-born child. A few respondents were not in a relationship when 
their first child was born. In such cases, we assume that separation occurred at the 
time of childbirth. We include the family status at first birth, distinguishing 
between married and unmarried respondents. The latter group is  further distin-
guished by whether they were cohabiting or were not living with a partner (denoted 

2 The German Family Panel includes information on the filiation of the respondents’ biological 
children to their past partners. We did not, however, refer to this information to verify whether the 
partner at childbirth was indeed the biological parent of the child, as this information is often miss-
ing in the data. We also did not consider whether the respondents re-partnered with the biological 
parent of their first child, because only a fraction of the respondents separated from and then re-
partnered with the biological father later in the life course (Bastin 2016).
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as “single”). A key variable that depicts changes in the post-separation partnership 
trajectory is a variable for the current family status. This covariate is time-varying, 
and distinguishes between respondents who were (a) single, (b) who had a partner 
(living-apart-together relationship, LAT), (c) who had a partner and were living 
with their (new) partner (cohabiting), and (d) who were married and living with 
their partner. Married individuals who were not living with their partner are not 
considered married here, as some of the respondents may have been separated but 
not yet officially divorced. We also account for whether the respondent had a (new) 
child with the current partner. This variable is again time-varying, and indicates 
whether the respondent has a child with the current partner. The standard control 
variables are age and gender. We also include a binary variable for region to account 
for possible differences between East and West Germany. East Germany is defined 
here as the eastern German states, including Berlin. We also consider the highest 
level of education. This variable is time-varying, and distinguishes between low 
(ISCED1997 0-3), medium (ISCED1997 4-6), and high (ISCED1997 7-8) levels. 
Employment status is also time-varying, and distinguishes between individuals 
who were employed, unemployed, and not in the labour force (e.g., students, home-
makers, or parents taking leave).

The main variable of interest is the parenting arrangement after separation and 
divorce. There is currently no legal definition of shared parenting. Some researchers 
have defined shared parenting as an arrangement in which children spend between 
25% and 50% of their time with each parent (Steinbach 2019). This definition leaves 
open the question of whether the children in such an arrangement have to stay over-
night with both parents. It is also unclear whether shared parenting must involve 
face-to-face contact with the children. Moreover, this definition does not specify 
how shared parenting is aligned with the children’s activities that take place outside 
of the time they spend with their parents. Teenage children in particular may spend 
only a limited share of their time with either of their parents. If we assume that 
shared parenting is defined by the amount of time children spend with each of their 
parents, we would ideally draw on time use data to measure the prevalence of shared 
parenting. The German family panel does not include such information. However, 
there are two major sources in the data that allow us to reconstruct the place of resi-
dence of a given child, and to infer the amount of time the child was spending with 
each parent. In a first step, we seek to determine whether the child was living with 
the respondent, the other parent, or in another arrangement.3 If the child was not 

3 The following categories are distinguished: 1 = only with the respondent; 2 = with the respondent, 
but also alone/in a dwelling shared with others; 3 = with the respondent and with the other parent, 
but mostly with the respondent; 4 = with the respondent, but also with the other parent, more or 
less equally often with the respondent and the other parent; 5 = with the respondent but also with 
the other parent, but mostly with the other parent; 6 = with the respondent, but also with other rela-
tives; 7 = with the respondent, but also in the child’s home; 8 = with the respondent, but also 
somewhere else not listed; 9 = only alone/in a dwelling shared with others; 10 = only with the other 
parent; 11 = only with other relatives; 12 = only in a children’s home; 13 = only somewhere else 
not listed.

K. Köppen et al.



243

living with the respondent, we use the survey data to assess how often the parent 
was seeing the child. If the child was living with the respondent, we attempt to 
determine how often the other parent was seeing the child.4 Based on these two 
sources of information, we have generated a variable that distinguishes four 
categories:

•	 Resident parenting: This category includes respondents who were living with 
the child and were not practising shared parenting.

•	 Non-resident parenting: This category includes respondents who were not liv-
ing with the child and were not practising shared parenting.

•	 Shared parenting: This category includes respondents who reported that the 
child was living with the respondent and with the other parent “more or less 
equally often”. It also includes respondents who said that the child was mainly 
living with them, but was also living with the other parent. Conversely, it also 
includes respondents who reported that the child was mainly living with the 
other parent, but was also living with them. Moreover, we include respondents 
who reported that the non-resident parent was seeing the child every day, and 
respondents who characterised themselves as a non-resident parent who was see-
ing the child every day.

•	 Other: This category includes respondents who reported that the child was in 
another arrangement, such as living in a relative’s home, in his/her own flat, or in 
a children’s home.

Figure 12.1 shows that 12% of the respondents in the sample were practising 
shared parenting.5 The figure also indicates that shared parenting was socially selec-
tive. As expected, we find that respondents who were highly educated and employed, 
and who thus likely had high earnings, were more likely than other respondents to 
be practising shared parenting. The findings further indicate that shared parenting 
was slightly more prevalent in West than in East Germany, and was much more 

4 The survey collects information on how often the non-resident parent sees the child. In addition, 
the resident parent is asked how often the other parent sees the child. The following response cat-
egories are distinguished: (1) daily; (2) several times per week; (3) once per week; (4) 1–3 times 
per month, (5) several times per year; (6) less often; (7) contact broken off; and (8) contact never 
established (9).
5 The values are very sensitive to the operational definition of shared parenting. If shared parenting 
is defined only as those situations in which the child is living “more or less equally often” with both 
parents, we find that just 3% of the respondents were practising shared parenting. If we include 
those respondents who reported that they were “mostly” living with the child, the value increases 
to 5%. If we include those respondents who see the child daily, the value increases to 12% (which 
is the definition adopted in this study, see above). If we also include those respondents who see the 
child several times per week, the value rises to 20%. If we adopt the latter definition, we find highly 
significant results for the impact of shared parenting on fathers’ satisfaction with family life. 
However, the effect is not stable to the inclusion of socio-economic covariates. We have also con-
ducted sensitivity analysis for the other operational definitions of shared parenting. The results of 
this analysis were strongly affected by the very low number of “positive events” in the data, and 
hardly any of the covariates were found to be significant.
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Fig. 12.1  % shared parenting by socio-economic characteristics of separated parents

prevalent among parents who were cohabiting at the first birth than among parents 
who were previously married.

Table 12.1 reports the distribution of the other control variables for the sample of 
separated parents (for the full sample, see Table 12.6 in the appendix). The table 
shows that the sample includes more women than men. As we noted earlier, this gap 
is largely attributable to the differences between men and women in the ages at birth 
and separation, but it may also be linked to the under-coverage of separated fathers 
in the survey. About 40% of the individuals in the sample are eastern Germans. This 
high share of eastern Germans is due to the oversampling of eastern Germans in 
pairfam. The regression analysis accounts for this bias by controlling for region. 
The data include respondents of the birth cohorts 1971–73, 1981–83, and 1991–93. 
Thus, the age structure of our respondents was fairly young. The respondents were, 
on average, 35  years old. It is important that we control for age, given that the 
respondents we are observing experienced a separation at an early stage of their life 
course. The sample statistics also reveal gender differences in educational attain-
ment, with the women in the sample being less likely than the men to hold a univer-
sity degree. Although women in Germany reached parity in higher education in the 
early 2000s, this pattern does not show up in our data, most likely because we have 
limited the analysis to parents, and there appears to be a negative educational gradi-
ent in women’s childlessness. Thus, highly educated women are more likely to 
remain childless (Bujard 2015). Likewise, we observe stark gender differences in 
employment patterns. Although women tend to expand their employment activities 
in anticipation of and after a divorce or separation (Bröckel and Andreß 2015; de 
Regt et al. 2013; Thielemans and Mortelmans 2019), the share of employed women 
in our sample is much lower than that of employed men. Among the separated par-
ents in the sample, only a quarter were living in a marital union at first birth, while 
the majority were either single or living in a non-marital union. We can also see that 
about 60% of our sample members (or rather 60% of the person-years) were already 
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Table 12.1  Sample composition, separated parents, person-years by column percent

Satisfaction with family 
life

Satisfaction with financial 
situation

Men Women Total Men Women Total

Gender
 � Male – – 0.33 – – 0.33
 � Female – – 0.67 – – 0.67
Region
 � Western Germany 0.53 0.61 0.58 0.53 0.60 0.58
 � Eastern Germany 0.47 0.39 0.42 0.47 0.40 0.42
Duration since separation
 � 0–1 years after separation 0.17 0.15 0.16 0.17 0.15 0.16
 � 2–3 years after separation 0.14 0.14 0.14 0.14 0.14 0.14
 � 4–5 years after separation 0.13 0.13 0.14 0.13 0.13 0.13
 � 6–7 years after separation 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.12 0.13 0.13
 � 8–9 years after separation 0.13 0.13 0.13 0.12 0.13 0.12
 � 10 or more years after separation 0.30 0.32 0.31 0.32 0.32 0.32
Education
 � Low 0.11 0.20 0.17 0.10 0.19 0.16
 � Medium 0.63 0.61 0.62 0.63 0.61 0.62
 � High 0.26 0.19 0.21 0.27 0.20 0.22
Employment status
 � Employed 0.79 0.62 0.68 0.80 0.64 0.69
 � Unemployed 0.12 0.12 0.12 0.11 0.11 0.11
 � Not in labour force 0.08 0.25 0.19 0.08 0.24 0.19
 � Missing 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01 0.01
Family status at first birth
 � Married 0.25 0.29 0.28 0.26 0.29 0.28
 � Cohabiting 0.39 0.31 0.34 0.40 0.32 0.34
 � Single 0.36 0.40 0.38 0.34 0.39 0.38
Current family status
 � Single 0.35 0.37 0.36 0.36 0.37 0.36
 � LAT 0.12 0.20 0.17 0.12 0.19 0.17
 � Cohabiting 0.23 0.19 0.21 0.23 0.20 0.21
 � Married 0.30 0.24 0.26 0.29 0.24 0.26
Child with current partner
 � Child with current partner 0.30 0.25 0.26 0.29 0.25 0.26
 � No child with current partner 0.70 0.75 0.74 0.71 0.75 0.74
Parenting arrangement
 � Residence with child 0.23 0.87 0.66 0.21 0.85 0.65
 � Shared parenting 0.14 0.08 0.10 0.17 0.10 0.12
 � Non-resident parent 0.56 0.02 0.20 0.55 0.02 0.19
 � Other 0.07 0.03 0.04 0.07 0.03 0.04

(continued)
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Table 12.1  (continued)

Satisfaction with family 
life

Satisfaction with financial 
situation

Men Women Total Men Women Total

Continuous covariates (Mean, std. 
error)
 � Age (Mean) 36.69 34.81 35.43 37.19 35.20 35.85
 � Age (std. error) (0.12) (0.09) (0.07) (0.13) (0.09) (0.08)
 � Age of child (Mean) 10.26 10.28 10.28 10.45 10.40 10.42
 � Age of child (std. error) (0.09) (0.07) (0.06) (0.11) (0.07) (0.06)
 � Satisfaction (Mean) 7.65 8.05 7.91 5.42 5.30 5.34
 � Satisfaction (std. error) (0.05) (0.03) (0.03) (0.06) (0.04) (0.04)
Sample size
 � Subjects 550 1062 1612 437 844 1281
 � Person years 2128 4371 6499 1739 3579 5318

Notes: Unweighted values

living with a new partner, and that the likelihood of re-partnering did not differ by 
gender. This latter finding seems to contradict the widely held view that mothers 
have lower chances of re-partnering than fathers (Ivanova et al. 2013). It appears, 
however, that women were more likely than men to choose less institutionalised 
forms of partnerships, such as living-apart-together relationships. About a quarter of 
the respondents reported that they have a child with their current partner. Again we 
find that the likelihood of having another child did not vary by gender.

�Research Strategy

The analysis consists of two major parts. In the first part of our analysis, we estimate 
the effect of separation on satisfaction with family life and satisfaction with the 
household’s financial situation. We do so by using pooled linear regression mod-
els to analyse the total sample of mothers and fathers (including separated and non-
separated parents). The results are reported as unstandardized coefficients. We treat 
the dependent variables as cardinal, and thus assume that the 11 satisfaction catego-
ries carry a meaning. It has been shown that assuming cardinality as opposed to 
ordinality is largely irrelevant for the results (Ferrer-i-Carbonell and Frijters 2004). 
As subjects may have entered the analysis several times, we have generated robust 
standard errors that account for the multiple occurrence of the respondents in the 
sample. Model 1 only includes an indicator for separation (as well as region to 
account for the oversampling of East Germans). Model 2 controls for the major 
socio-economic control variables, such as education, employment, age, age of child, 
and family status at first birth. Since unobserved characteristics may still bias our 
investigations, we estimate another model (Model 3) that employs fixed-effects 
modelling that accounts for time-constant individual heterogeneity (Allison 2009). 
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In the fixed-effects model, we only control for traits that vary substantially across 
time: namely, age, age of child, and employment status. We also insert dummy vari-
ables for calendar year, which is generally recommended for fixed-effects models in 
order to account for overall trends. We conduct all investigations separately by gen-
der. To better compare the estimates for women and men, we also pool the male and 
the female sample, and introduce an interaction effect of separation and gender. We 
insert the categorical variable for “duration since separation” into this specification 
in order to examine how life satisfaction develops in the aftermath of separation. To 
make the gender differences easier to gauge, we display the results in a graph as 
predicted values, along with their 95% confidence intervals.

The second part of the investigation focuses on separated parents. Specifically, 
we examine how shared parenting affects satisfaction with family life, and sat-
isfaction with the household’s financial situation. The investigation is restricted 
to the period after separation. We again estimate OLS-regressions. We first estimate 
a model without socio-economic covariates (Model 1). We then estimate a model 
that includes the socio-economic controls in order to assess how the association of 
shared parenting and life satisfaction was affected by the particular characteristics 
of the parents who opted for shared parenting (Model 2). The final model (Model 3) 
adopts a fixed-effects modelling approach. Again, all of the analyses are conducted 
separately by gender, and for the two different spheres of life satisfaction.

�Results

�Separation and Parental Life Satisfaction

Table 12.2 reports the regression results for satisfaction with family life. Model 1 
includes the OLS-regression that only controls for whether the respondent is a sepa-
rated parent. The model shows that fathers’ life satisfaction levels decline by 
1.05  units after separation. The effect is rather stable to the inclusion of further 
covariates (Model 2). The fixed-effects model corroborates this finding, showing a 
negative effect of separation on satisfaction with family life. However, the effect 
size is slightly smaller in magnitude than in the OLS-regression. The model results 
for the female sample also show that separation affects satisfaction with family life, 
but the strength of the parameter is weaker than it is for the male model. The param-
eter is now only 0.41.

Table 12.3 reports the regression results for satisfaction with the household’s 
financial situation. The OLS model without the socio-economic controls again 
shows a strong negative parameter. The level of satisfaction with the household’s 
financial situation drops by about one unit after separation for males. However, the 
parameter is not stable across specifications. The inclusion of the socio-economic 
characteristics reduce the parameter to 0.60. The fixed-effects model reduces the 
parameter even further, to 0.38. In the latter model, the parameter is no longer sig-
nificant. The model results suggest that socio-economic characteristics as well as 

12  Gender Differences in Parental Well-being After Separation: Does Shared…
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time-constant traits of the separated fathers, explain much of the decline in satisfac-
tion with the financial situation after separation. The overall pattern for women is 
similar. In this case as well, western German respondents who were highly educated 
and employed reported being more satisfied with their financial situation. However, 
the parameter for separation is stable and highly significant across all models. The 
fixed-effects model shows that a separation is associated with a decline in satisfac-
tion with the financial situation of 0.67 units. Thus, the drop in satisfaction among 
women cannot be explained by changes in employment patterns around the time of 
the divorce, or by unobserved characteristics that select people into separation. 
There must be other unobserved factors (such as a drop in household income or low 
alimony payments) that explain the decline in mothers’ economic well-being.

The models above analysed men and women separately, which makes it difficult 
to compare the parameters for men and women across models. In order to better 
compare the effect sizes for both genders, we pool the male and the female sample 
in a final step. We estimate an OLS-model, and include an interaction variable for 
gender and separation in the model. Instead of a simple dummy variable for separa-
tion, we include time since separation. This approach allows us to examine gender 
differences in the recovery of well-being following separation. The model results 
are displayed as average predicted values. Figure 12.2 shows the results for satisfac-
tion with family life. We find that fathers experienced a steeper decline in their sat-
isfaction with family life after separation than mothers, which is in line with previous 
research (Huß and Pollmann-Schult 2018; Leopold 2018; Leopold and Kalmijn 
2016). A comparison of non-separated fathers and fathers in the first 2 years after 

Fig. 12.2  Linear predictions from OLS-regression and 95%-confidence interval. Outcome vari-
able: satisfaction with family life (scale 0–10)
Notes: Further covariates in the model are: region (East/West), education, employment, age, age of 
first child, marital status at first birth

K. Köppen et al.
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Fig. 12.3  Linear predictions from OLS-regression and 95%-confidence interval. Outcome vari-
able: satisfaction with financial situation (scale 0–10)
Notes: Further covariates in the model are: region (East/West), education, employment, age, age of 
first child, marital status at first birth

separation indicates that separated fathers’ satisfaction with family life declined by 
almost two units. The corresponding value for mothers was one unit. The results 
also show that although the decline was more severe for fathers, the family satisfac-
tion levels of fathers recovered more quickly than those of mothers. The findings for 
the financial situation (Fig. 12.3) show the opposite pattern. Here, we see that the 
financial satisfaction levels of women decreased more than those of men following 
separation. This observation is generally in line with previous research that has 
shown that mothers experience a more drastic reduction in their household income 
after separation than fathers (Bröckel and Andreß 2015). However, compared to 
these previous findings, the gender differences in satisfaction with the household’s 
financial situation seem to be more modest than the gender differences in the (equiv-
alent) household income.

�Satisfaction with Family Life and the Financial Situation 
After Separation

Table 12.4 reports the results for the models that examine separated parents’ satis-
faction with family life. We expected to find that practising shared parenting 
increased the family-related well-being of separated fathers. Our investigation does 
not support this hypothesis. Model 1 suggests that the level of satisfaction with 
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family life of resident fathers was 0.50 units higher than that of non-resident fathers, 
but that there was hardly any difference in family satisfaction levels between non-
resident fathers and fathers who practise shared parenting. Model 2, which controls 
for socio-economic confounders, further suggests that there was no relationship 
between where the children lived and fathers’ satisfaction with family life, as resi-
dent and non-resident fathers did not differ after controlling for major confounders. 
The model results indicate, however, that cohabitation with or marriage to a new 
partner increased the fathers’ satisfaction with family life. The fixed-effects model 
(Model 3) supports this finding, and additionally suggests that having a new child 
played a decisive role in fathers’ satisfaction with family life. As fathers commonly 
do not live with their children from prior partnerships, a new child may have another 
meaning for fathers than for mothers.

The results for mothers reveal a similar pattern. However, Model 1 indicates that 
practising shared parenting had some positive and weakly significant impact on 
satisfaction with family life. The parameter was, however, not robust to the inclu-
sion of further variables. Model 2, which controls for major socio-economic charac-
teristics, shows no significant relationship between the parental arrangement and the 
level satisfaction with family life. In this case as well, having a cohabiting or mar-
ried partner is shown to substantially increase satisfaction with family life. Unlike 
the model results for men, the model results for women indicate that the birth of a 
new child did not significantly affect their satisfaction levels. It might be more 
important for fathers than for mothers to support their idea of a “real” family. The 
outcomes of the fixed-effects model (Model 3) support the notion that there was no 
relationship between women’s parenting arrangements and their levels of satisfac-
tion with family life.

Table 12.5 reports the results for the parents’ levels of satisfaction with their 
financial situation. The findings of Model 1 suggest that practising shared parenting 
positively influenced men’s satisfaction with their financial situation. However, this 
association does not appear to be stable across the models. After the socio-economic 
confounders are included, the relationship between the residential arrangement and 
well-being disappears (Model 2). This pattern is also found in the model that 
includes the partnered parents as well (see Table 12.3): i.e., the results show that 
fathers who were married or cohabiting, were from western Germany, or were 
highly educated and employed were more satisfied with their financial situation 
than other fathers. The results of the fixed-effects model (Model 3) suggest that the 
birth of a new child was associated with lower levels of satisfaction with the finan-
cial situation.

We had speculated that shared parenting would have affected the well-being of 
mothers in particular. Again, we have to reject our hypothesis, as we do not find any 
association between the parenting arrangement and mothers’ satisfaction with their 
financial situation, even before controlling for the socio-economic characteristics 
(Model 1). The results of Model 2 indicate that being unemployed or non-employed 
had a very large negative effect on women’s satisfaction with their financial situa-
tion. We also find that mothers who were cohabiting or had married a new partner 
reported higher levels of satisfaction with their financial situation than single  
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mothers. Unlike among men, the birth of a new child is not shown to affect levels of 
satisfaction with the household’s financial situation among women. The results of 
the fixed-effects model support this finding (Model 3).

�Discussion

In this chapter, we have examined parental well-being after separation. The analysis 
was based on data from the German Family panel (pairfam) spanning a total of 
10 years. We argued that mothers and fathers face “gendered realities” after union 
dissolution. As children commonly live with their mother after their parents split up, 
separated fathers tend to be negatively affected by having reduced contact with their 
offspring. Conversely, separated women often face a rapid drop in their (equivalent) 
household income, especially if they had not been previously employed or had been 
working part-time only. Against this background, we assumed that men would 
report a strong decline in their levels of satisfaction with family life, while mothers 
would report reduced levels of satisfaction with their financial situation. The results 
of our investigation support these assumptions. We found that men’s satisfaction 
with family life decreased by about one unit after separation; and that women also 
experienced a deterioration in family well-being, but that the effect was less pro-
nounced among women than among men. The pattern we observed for satisfaction 
with the household’s financial situation was reversed, with women experiencing a 
more rapid decline in satisfaction than men. These results were largely robust to 
different model specifications, with the exception of our findings for men’s financial 
well-being. After several major socio-economic characteristics were included in the 
model, the effect size declined. Furthermore, the fixed-effects model showed no 
significant effects of separation. Thus, it appears that much of the correlation was 
due to particular kinds of fathers (i.e., fathers with low wages or other characteris-
tics that would cause them to be concerned about their finances) who selected them-
selves into separation.

In addition to investigating the effects of separation on parents’ levels of satisfac-
tion with their family life and financial situation, we looked at how practising shared 
parenting affected their well-being. Our findings indicated that practising shared 
parenting was only weakly correlated with parental well-being. After socio-
economic variables were included in the model, no significant association could be 
detected. Instead, we found that cohabiting with or having married a new partner 
was the decisive determinant of the well-being of separated parents. The results also 
showed that for men, having had another child increased their family well-being, 
but reduced their financial well-being. Financial well-being was also found to be 
strongly associated with employment status, as being unemployed or non-employed 
reduced the well-being of both men and women to a similar extent.

Like in other European countries, shared parenting is becoming increasingly 
common in Germany. While shared legal custody has been the default legal custody 
arrangement for divorced parents in Germany since 1998, the question of whether 
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(equally) shared parenting should be made the default physical custody arrange-
ment after separation is now being debated. The current discussion has primarily 
focused on the question of how shared parenting affects the well-being of children, 
while paying little attention to the impact of shared parenting on the well-being of 
parents. Our study adds to this debate by showing that practising shared parenting 
neither positively nor negatively affects parental well-being. One potential explana-
tion for this rather unexpected “non-finding” is the heterogeneity of the parents who 
practise shared parenting. On the one hand, parents who practise shared parenting 
must maintain a cooperative relationship, which may be positively associated with 
well-being. On the other hand, these parents are forced to interact with their ex-
partner. Depending on the level of conflict between the ex-partners and their ability 
to co-parent, this pressure to engage with each other may be a source of stress that 
reduces their well-being.

This study has several limitations. Most importantly, there is no common legal 
definition of shared parenting in the social sciences. The lack of a clear concept has 
resulted in radically different operational definitions and values for shared parenting 
being reported in different studies. In the German case, for example, estimates of 
the percentage of separated parents who practice shared parenting range from 5% to 
15% (Institut für Demoskopie Allensbach 2017). In this study, we have defined 
shared parenting as an arrangement in which the child lives with both of his/her 
parents, or in which the non-resident parent sees the child every day. Using this defi-
nition, we found that 12% of separated parents were practising shared parenting in 
Germany, which is in line with the abovementioned prior estimates. Even though 
our findings are stable across different operational definitions of shared parenting, 
the discussion of shared parenting and its effect on children and parents is greatly 
hampered by the lack of a shared understanding of the concept.

Our analyses were very much focused on determining the causal influence of 
shared parenting on well-being. While the fixed-effect analysis was able to account 
for unobserved time-invariant characteristics, including variables that depict the 
gendered realities before separation would have been desirable. In particular, it 
would have been intriguing to explore how the parents’ division of work before they 
separated affected their arrangements after they separated, and how this association, 
in turn, affected the well-being of fathers and mothers. It is possible that having 
experienced a more egalitarian division of paid and unpaid labour before they sepa-
rated was beneficial for the well-being of the parents (Kessler 2018). If, for exam-
ple, the mother was more engaged in paid employment while the father was more 
engaged in childcare and housework before the separation, the reduction in the 
mother’s household income might have been less dramatic, and a more equal par-
enting arrangement might have emerged. Both of these factors might have increased 
either the financial or family well-being. Moreover, prior research has shown that 
the quality of the relationship between the ex-partners is decisive for the success of 
their parenting arrangements and for their well-being after separation (Cornelißen 
and Monz 2016; Markham et al. 2017). Although information of this kind is sur-
veyed in the German Family Panel, there are currently too few cases in the dataset 
to allow us to investigate this issue. Finally, a drawback that we share with other 
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studies that examine the behaviour and well-being of separated parents is selective 
panel attrition, which is a particular problem for the sample of separated fathers 
(Müller and Castiglioni 2015).
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�Appendix

Table 12.6  Sample composition, all parents, person-years by column percent

Satisfaction with family 
life

Satisfaction with financial 
situation

Men Women Total Men Women Total

Gender
 � Male – – 0.40 – – 0.40
 � Female – – 0.60 – – 0.60
Region
 � Western Germany 0.64 0.67 0.66 0.64 0.67 0.66
 � Eastern Germany 0.36 0.33 0.34 0.36 0.33 0.34
Duration since separation
 � No separation 0.80 0.73 0.76 0.81 0.74 0.76
 � 0–1 years after separation 0.03 0.04 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.04
 � 2–3 years after separation 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.04 0.03
 � 4–5 years after separation 0.03 0.04 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.03
 � 6–7 years after separation 0.02 0.04 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.03
 � 8–9 years after separation 0.03 0.03 0.03 0.02 0.03 0.03
 � 10 or more years after separation 0.06 0.08 0.08 0.06 0.08 0.08
Education
 � Low 0.09 0.11 0.10 0.08 0.11 0.10
 � Medium 0.54 0.58 0.56 0.54 0.57 0.56
 � High 0.37 0.31 0.34 0.38 0.32 0.34
Employment status
 � Employed 0.90 0.65 0.75 0.90 0.68 0.77
 � Unemployed 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05 0.05
 � Not in labour force 0.05 0.29 0.19 0.05 0.26 0.18
 � Missing 0.00 0.01 0.01 0.00 0.01 0.01
Family status at first birth
 � Married 0.54 0.55 0.54 0.54 0.55 0.54
 � Cohabiting 0.35 0.32 0.33 0.36 0.32 0.34
 � Single 0.11 0.13 0.13 0.10 0.13 0.12

(continued)
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Table 12.6  (continued)

Satisfaction with family 
life

Satisfaction with financial 
situation

Men Women Total Men Women Total

Current family status
 � Single 0.07 0.10 0.09 0.07 0.10 0.09
 � LAT 0.03 0.06 0.05 0.03 0.06 0.05
 � Cohabiting 0.17 0.16 0.16 0.17 0.15 0.16
 � Married 0.73 0.68 0.70 0.73 0.68 0.70
Child with current partner
 � Child with current partner 0.54 0.53 0.54 0.55 0.54 0.54
 � No child with current partner 0.46 0.47 0.46 0.45 0.46 0.46
Parenting arrangement
 � Residence with child 0.82 0.95 0.90 0.82 0.94 0.90
 � Shared parenting 0.04 0.03 0.04 0.05 0.04 0.04
 � Non-resident parent 0.12 0.01 0.05 0.11 0.01 0.05
 � Other 0.02 0.01 0.01 0.02 0.01 0.01
Continuous covariates (Mean, std. 
error)
 � Age (Mean) 36.72 35.39 35.92 37.19 35.87 36.39
 � Age (std. error) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.06) (0.05) (0.04)
 � Age of child (Mean) 7.65 8.37 8.09 7.82 8.59 8.29
 � Age of child (std. error) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03) (0.05) (0.04) (0.03)
 � Satisfaction (Mean) 8.48 8.52 8.51 6.28 6.33 6.31
 � Satisfaction (std. error) (0.02) (0.01) (0.01) (0.02) (0.02) (0.02)
Sample size
 � Subjects 2351 3425 5776 1886 2716 4602
 � Person years 10,768 16,422 27,190 10,768 16,422 22,535

Notes: Unweighted values
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