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Preliminary Summary

Empirical Research describing Outcomes of Joint Custody

As per the request of Dr. John Guidubaldi, this report from Division 16 (School Psychology) of
the American Psychological Association (APA), summarizes and evaluates the major reseaich
concerning joint custody and its impact on children’s welfare. Although Dr. Guidubaldi also
requested an assessment of empirical studies concerning father involvement in childrearing, specific
research on this topic was not currently reviewed due to time constraints of the June Commission
meeting. However, father involvement was addressed within the context of joint custody research.
- Thig, reeliminan separt exdends the testimopata.the Commission nroiaded. bu-4 PA serzesgntatives——
Donald K. Freedheim, PhD., and Joseph D. Perry, PhD. on April 20, 1995 in Cleveland, Ohio.
Additional representatives with expertise in these topics will review this report and a more
comprehensive review will be submitted to the Commission in the future.

Summary of Joint Custody Research

A search of the empirical research specific to joint custody was conducted. Major data-based
studies available at the time of this review have been individually summanized and evaluated
relevant to findings and adequacy of the methodology as requested. While flawless studies on such
a complex subject are extremely rare as indicated by the evaluations, the goal of this report is to
provide a synthesis so that the Commission’s policy recommendations may be predicated on the
best available empirical base. To minimize some of the confusion in such a highly charged area of
study, this review focused on the weight of evidence as determined by both replication of findings
and consideration of methodological rigor.

Revicws of the joint custedy literature {c.g., Ferreirc, 199C & Kelly, 1994) have identified issues
-eedhat-are nically considered. in supporting or.refufine loint cus gngluds.thsimpact.of
joint custody on (a) father involvement with children; (b erest of the child standard;
(c) child support; (d) relitigation and costs to the family; and (2) parental conflict. The synthesis of
the research is reviewed relevant to these issues.

Father Involvement with Children

The weight of evidence from the studies reviewed unambiguously found increased father contact
and involvement with children in joint custody versus sole maternal custody divorced families
(Albiston, Maccoby, & Mnookin, 1990; Arditti, 1992, 1992a; Buchanan, Maccoby, & Dombush,
1991; Greif, 1979; Johnston, Kline & Tschann, 1989; and Luepnitz, 1986). Several of these
studies in addition to others (e.g., Emery & Wyer, 1987; Emery, Mathews, & Wyer, 1991; and



Shrier, Simring, & Shapiro, 1991) have indicated increased father satisfaction with joint versus
sole maternal custody.

A major advantage of joint custody may be its ability to address the high rate of current father
absence subsequent to divorce documented by Kelly (1994). The conclusion that joint custody has
been correlated with increased father involvement was also reported by both Ferreiro (1990) and
Kelly (1994) following reviews of the research. This finding generally supports father involvement
as related to the second request for information on this topic.

Best Interest of the Child Standard

The research that included child adjustment criteria concerning the study of joint custody will be
used relevant to this issue. The two studies with the best methodology (Buchanan, Maccoby, &
Dormnbush, 1991; Bumett, 1991) indicated that joint custody versus sole matemal custody was
associated with adolescents’ positive adjustment. This finding was replicated for chiidren by
Abarbanel (1979). Greif (1979), and Luepnitz (1986) but not Johnston, Kline & Tschann (1989)
and Khne Tschann, J ohnston & Wallerstem (1989) It is concluded that the present research
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(e g Guxdubaldl Clemmshaw Perry & Nastasn 1984; Hethenngton Cox & Cox, 1982 and
Wallerstein & Kelly, 1980).

Child Support

Kelly (1994) pointed out that feminists are opposed to joint custody due to concern that child
support to mothers will be reduced when compared to sole maternal custody. The consensus of

stndive, that addressed dhis jscue found that child suppert taomathers is either increasad in joint.
custody families or not significantly different from those with sole materal custody (Arditti,
1992a; Emery & Wyer, 1987; Emery, Matthews, & Wyer, 1991; Luepnitz, 1986; and Shrier,
Simring, Shapiro, 1991).

Relitication and Costs to the Family

The emotional and financial relitigation costs to families and judicial systems is often cited by both
proponents and opponents regarding joint custody. The studies reviewed that investigated this
issue consistently indicated decreased relitigation for joint custody versus sole maternal custody
(Dudley, 1991; Emery & Wyer, 1987; Emery, Matthews, & Wyer, 1991; and Luepnitz, 1936).

Parental Conflict

The replicated finding and the weight of evidence were that joint custody results in either less or no
greater conflict than sole maternal custody (Albiston et al., 1990; Arditti, 1992a; Buchanan et al ,
1991; Bumett, 1991; Greiff, 1979; Kline et al., 1985; Luepnitz, 1986; and Maccoby et al., 1950).
The earlier review of decreased relitigation for joint custody versus sole maternal custody also
supports this conclusion. The sole exception to these findings was by Johnston, Kline and Tschann



(1989) but as Ferreiro (1990) pointed out, this study included a biased sample of divorced families
referred due to high conflict.

Conclusions
The research reviewed supports the conclusion that joint custody is associated with certain
Fvnmhle omes. for. r‘hﬂdren@mgm&me&in TLyemmL hest interest j
v e
conflict. Kelly (1994) recommended | joint custody
has consistently been shown to promote positive adjustment of children. Kelly (1994) also noted

that misinterpretation of research conclusions could be due to political distortion as reflected by the
following statement:

_The current practice of feminist writers and fathers’ rights groups to use a particular
research finding to bolster a political or gender-linked point of view while ignoring other
wadrtzamelaodt i onlh fnglesiclatcaupdsealiemoutssannrentrdoaininabalangnd, ..

mformed view. (p. 128)

It is hoped that this report provides the Commission with a ‘balanced and informed view’ based on
the empirical research evidence. The need for improved policy to reduce the present adversarial
approach that has resulted in primarily sole maternal custody, limited father involvement and
maladjustment of both children and parents is critical. Increased mediation, joint custody and
parent education are supported for this policy. Comprehensive research on these topics with
_ effective methadolagv.is also.criticallv. needed
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