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Father-Child Relations after Divorce in Four European Countries:
Patterns and Determinants
Matthijs Kalmijn

Abstract: Using nationally representative data on secondary school children in England, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden, this study describes the relationships
that children have with their fathers after divorce. Differences in the post-divorce
relationship are explained in terms of demographic factors, socioeconomic factors,
and contextual differences (between countries and between immigrants and natives). The focus is on living arrangements after divorce, the amount of contact
with the father, and the perceived quality of the relationship. Many children have
at least weekly contact with their father but one in six children never see their father at all. Fathers in high-status families are more highly involved in the child’s life
after divorce than fathers in low-status families. A mother’s employment also has
a positive effect on the post-divorce relationship with the father. Co-parenting is
most common in Sweden. Post-divorce relationships are also strongest in Sweden
and relatively weak in Germany. Immigrant children see their fathers less often after
divorce than native children. In the second generation, children of mixed marriages
in particular tend to have little contact with the father.
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1

Introduction

One of the more important consequences of divorce is the effect it has on the father-child relationship (Pryor/Rodgers 2001). It is no surprise then that much research has been done on this topic in recent decades. Some studies focus on longterm effects and compare the relationships that adult children have with their father
depending on whether or not the parents divorced or separated when the children
were young (Albertini/Garriga 2011; De Graaf/Fokkema 2007). Other studies focus
on short-term effects and examine the relationship that divorced fathers have with
their children when the children are still living at home, usually with the mother
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(Adamsons/Johnson 2013; Juby et al. 2007; Spruijt/Duindam 2009). In general, the
degree to which divorced fathers remain involved in children’s lives after divorce is
an important issue for understanding the well-being of both children and fathers,
is relevant for the resources that fathers can pass on to their children, and has an
impact on the degree to which fathers receive support from children when they are
old and in need of support (Daatland 2007; Kalmijn 2007; Lin 2008; Seltzer/Bianchi
2013). Because paternal involvement can be affected by legal custody and visiting
arrangements and by rules about alimony, it is also of concern to policy makers and
health practitioners.
Although there is consensus that a divorce weakens father-child relationships,
there is considerable heterogeneity in this effect. Some divorced fathers maintain
frequent contact and remain an influential father figure in the child’s life; other divorced fathers lose contact or remarry and shift their investments to a new family
(Cheadle et al. 2010; Manning/Smock 1999). In understanding these differences,
authors have looked at several types of moderating variables. Most authors have focused on life course factors such as the child’s age at divorce, repartnering, residential moves, and employment changes (Aquilino 2006; Cooksey/Craig 1998; Jubyet
al. 2007). Fewer authors have examined how the social context in which the divorce
takes place moderates the impact of divorce. Examples of contexts that may be
important are the country in which parents live (Kalmijn 2008), the time period in
which the divorce occurs (Albertini/Garriga 2011), and the ethnic or racial group to
which the parents belong (Kalmijn 2010; King et al. 2004). These contexts are relevant because they are related to the cultural climate in which a divorce occurs, to
the legal and informal rules about how to deal with divorce and single parenthood,
and to the economic opportunities that families are facing. Other potentially relevant moderators about which little is known are the socioeconomic characteristics
of parents such as their education, occupational status, and employment. There is
debate about whether children from high-status families are protected from the adverse consequences of divorce (Bernardi/Radl 2014; Mandemakers/Kalmijn 2014),
but it is not known if father-child relationships are more or less affected by a divorce
in high-status families.
In this study, new data from 14-year-old children in four European countries are
analysed to examine the determinants of the father-child relationship after divorce.
The first goal is to describe three aspects of the father-child relationship for adolescents whose parents divorced or separated. The focus is on residential arrangements (where does the child live?), the amount of contact with the father, and the
perceived quality of the relationship. While these aspects have been described before, virtually all demographic and sociological studies are based on American or
Canadian data. As a result, even the simplest facts such as the percentages of coparenting arrangements after divorce are unknown for most European countries.
Moreover, there is much popular debate and concern about divorced fathers who
never see their children (e.g. Zander 2012) but we do not have good data on how
common this is. There are now several European studies on adult children and their
divorced fathers (Albertini/Garriga 2011; Kalmijn 2008), but studies on children who
are still living at home are scarce. Because we have nationally representative data,
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this study is able to fill in this important gap in the literature. The second goal is to
understand heterogeneity in father-child relationships after divorce. To meet this
goal, we develop hypotheses about the influence of three types of characteristics
on each aspect of the father-child relationship. More specifically, we focus on demographic characteristics, socioeconomic characteristics, and contextual characteristics (i.e. country differences and differences among immigrants and natives as
well as among major immigrant groups). We test hypotheses about the influence of
these characteristics in a series of multivariate regression models.

2

Hypotheses

Socioeconomic characteristics
Our first set of hypotheses is about socioeconomic characteristics, in particular the
socioeconomic status of the family and the employment status of the mother. There
are several reasons why the socioeconomic status of the family may affect postdivorce relationships. First, studies have shown that more highly educated fathers
are more involved in child rearing tasks than fathers with lower levels of education (Hook/Wolfe 2012; Sayer et al. 2004; Yeung et al. 2001). The more fathers are
involved in their children’s lives, the more likely it is that the ties will remain strong
after divorce. Fathers may be more attached to their children when they were highly
involved, just as children may be more attached to their fathers. In the legal decision-making after divorce, these investments may also be recognized and this may
give fathers more opportunity to retain contact or to obtain custody or co-parenting
rights. A second argument is that fathers in high-status families may be more effective in working out post-divorce agreements with the mother (Ryan et al. 2008).
Thirdly, higher-status fathers and mothers read newspapers and magazines more
often (Kraaykamp 2002) and may therefore be more aware of public knowledge
about the negative effects of divorce on children. For these reasons, we believe that
parents in high-status families will pay more attention to the well-being of the child
and this means, among other things, more balanced roles for the father and the
mother after divorce. In sum, our hypothesis is that children in high-status families
have stronger ties to their fathers than children in lower-status families. This would
apply to all three outcomes that we study: co-parenting will be more likely, frequent
contact will be more likely, and ties will be of higher quality.
The father-child relationship may also be affected by the employment status of
the mother. There is considerable heterogeneity in female employment after divorce, with many divorced mothers who are not working for pay (Van Damme 2010).
There is debate about the possible effects of mothers’ employment on children’s
well-being and school outcomes and the potentially mediating role of parent-child
relationships in these effects (Waldfogel et al. 2002). Consensus has arisen that
mothers’ employment does not have general negative effects on child outcomes
(Waldfogel et al. 2002). There is also little evidence that maternal employment competes with the time mothers spend with children, although there may be a quality/

254 •

Matthijs Kalmijn

quantity trade-off among employed mothers (Bianchi 2000). It is not known, however, what influence employment has in single-parent families where working mothers cannot rely on their partner to support them with child rearing tasks. We suspect
that for single mothers, employment may have more negative outcomes for children. More specifically, we expect that single mothers who work for pay have less
time and energy for their children than single mothers who are at home most of the
time. As a result, the children will be more likely to live (permanently or at least part
of the time) with the father and will see their father more often as well if the mother
works for pay. This will apply in particular to full-time working mothers but no information is present in our data on the mothers’ working hours. Moreover, in families
where the mother works, the father may already be more involved in child rearing
tasks to begin with. Since early investments in a child have positive effects on the
relationship with the child when the marriage breaks down (Juby et al. 2005), the
effect of maternal employment could work in both ways: via the time that mothers
have and via the investments that fathers make.

Demographic characteristics
The literature has shown that there are no clear gender differences in the consequences of divorce for children’s well-being except for a somewhat stronger effect
of divorce on the problem behaviour of boys than on the problem behaviour of
girls (Amato 2001). In addition, past studies find inconsistent effects of gender on
post-divorce contact (Cooney 1994; Swiss/Le Bourdais 2009; Manning et al. 2003;
Cooksey/Craig 1998). Theoretically, one would expect that divorced fathers have
stronger ties to sons than to daughters: Attachment is believed to be stronger to
the same-sex parent, the development of a child’s gender identity is more difficult
when a child is raised by an opposite-sex parent, and a parent may feel more comfortable in advising a same-sex child than an opposite-sex child (Powell/Downey
1997). It is important to realise that this influence may be bi-directional: fathers may
feel a stronger attachment to their son than to their daughter and hence take more
initiative for contact, but sons may also feel a stronger attachment to their father
than daughters and consequently visit more often. It is difficult to unravel these
processes but we can develop some additional tests to clarify these things. If the
effect of child gender on contact disappears when controlling for the quality of the
tie with the father as perceived by the child, the gender difference probably stems
from differences in what the children – sons and daughters – want. If the effect of
child gender on contact remains when controlling for the perceived quality of the tie
with the father, the gender difference also has to do with the preferences of fathers
for sons as opposed to daughters.
The second demographic variable is the number of siblings. Research on adult
intergenerational relationships has found that adult children have contact with their
parents less often when they have more siblings (Grundy/Read 2012). From the perspective of parents, there is a benefit in having a large family: parents with many
children have more contact with at least one of the children. At the dyad level, however, the effect of sibsize on contact frequency is negative. This can be interpreted
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in terms of time constraints (when there are more children, parents have less time
per child) and in terms of a “division of labour” within families (when one child visits
often, the other child may not need to visit). In this study, we examine if such an
effect also exists for children of divorced parents who live with their mother, something that has not been studied as far as we know. For this more specific case, it is
not clear if the effect will operate. Young children who live with the mother may see
their father simultaneously. This reduces the role of time constraints and may result
in an insignificant “sibsize” effect on father-child contact. There may be a negative
effect of sibsize on co-parenting if fathers find it more difficult to care for a large
family than for a small family
Whether or not the mother repartners is another important demographic variable in the literature on divorce. In the present study, we have good information
on whether the mother has a new partner but we only know this if the child lives
with the mother. Previous research has not found consistent effects of the mother’s
repartnering. A cross-sectional study finds a negative effect of the mother’s remarriage on visitation frequency with the father (Stephens 1996). A recent longitudinal
study, however, shows that the entry of a stepfather in the mother’s household does
not lead to less frequent contact or a poorer quality relationship with the (biological) non-resident father (King 2009). This refutes the hypothesis that stepfathers are
substitute parents. We test this notion again, this time using large-scale albeit crosssectional data in four European countries. Unfortunately, we do not have data on
whether the father is remarried when the child is not living with him.

The national context: Origin and destination effects
There are two ways that the national context may play a role. First, there can be differences between destination countries, i.e. between England, Germany, the Netherlands, and Sweden. Second, there can be differences based on origin countries.
Because schools with high numbers of immigrants were systematically oversampled, we can examine differences between natives and (first- and second-generation) immigrants, as well as between immigrant groups themselves. This allows us
to examine “origin country” effects.
Starting with the destination effects, the question is: can we expect differences
in post-divorce father-child relationships among the four countries? One hypothesis
suggests that in countries with higher rates of divorce, there will be more frequent
contact between the child and the divorced father. Divorce is more institutionalised
in these countries and legal arrangements are more favourable for divorced fathers
(Albertini/Garriga 2011; Kalmijn 2008). How do divorce rates vary among the four
countries? To assess this, we present net divorce rates for 2002 and 2011 in Figure 1.
Net divorce rates are not widely available and were constructed as the annual number of divorces divided by the population of married women in a year (in 1000s),
based on data from the United Nations Statistics Division or the country-specific
statistical websites (Office for National Statistics, Statistisches Bundesamt, CBS
Statline). For England and Wales, the early divorce rate is for 2001, the year in which
the census was taken. The figure shows that divorce is most common in Sweden
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Net divorce rates by country
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Bundesamt (Germany), CBS Statline (Netherlands)

and England and less common in Germany and the Netherlands. In England, the net
divorce rate declined between 2001 and 2011 so that it is now more similar to that in
Germany and the Netherlands. Our data were collected in 2010-2011 but the parents
may have divorced at an earlier point in time. Hence, to compare divorce rates, we
need to look at the entire decade. Based on this line of reasoning, we would expect
to find the strongest relationships between fathers and children in Sweden and England, and weaker ties in Germany and the Netherlands.
The four destination countries also differ in their gender roles. Attitudes toward
maternal employment are more positive in Sweden and the Netherlands than in England and Germany (Kalmijn 2003). The percentage of mothers with young children
(under 6) who are employed is also higher in Sweden (76.8) and the Netherlands
(77.1) than in Germany (59.7) and the UK (59.1) (OECD website, http://ec.europa.
eu/eurostat/data/database, data for 2012). When looking at the division of paid and
unpaid work, Sweden stands out as being the most egalitarian (Knudsen/Waerness
2008; Gauthier/DeGusti 2012). Studies of the time fathers spend on childcare show
that fathers are more involved in childcare in Sweden than in Germany and England (Gauthier/DeGusti 2012). In sum, when gender roles are the dominant explanation, we would expect Sweden to have the most involved fathers after divorce and
Germany and England to have the least involved fathers. The position of the Netherlands will be somewhere in between but is less certain since comparative time
diary studies rarely include the Netherlands. Theories about gender roles and the
institutionalisation of divorce thus imply a different order of destination countries
with respect to father involvement. The comparison between the two high-divorce
countries Sweden and England is especially informative in this respect. If gender
roles are the dominant mechanism, Sweden will have the most positive post-di-
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vorce father-child relationships, whereas if the institutionalisation effect is dominant, Sweden and England will be similar in this respect.
We now discuss possible differences between immigrants and natives and between the various immigrant groups that make up the European context. Like most
other European analyses, we focus on non-western immigrants even though western immigrants are potentially interesting as well. So far, very few studies have
analysed post-divorce father-child relationships for immigrants or for ethnic minority groups. Some studies in the US find that black and Hispanic fathers are less involved in their children’s lives after divorce than comparable white fathers (Cheadle
et al. 2010). Other studies do not find clear differences between major racial groups
(Cooksey/Craig 1998; King et al. 2004; Manning/Smock 1999). There are more studies on ethnic and racial differences in child rearing practices but these focus only
on intact families (Pels/Nijsten 2003; Yaman et al. 2010; Emmen et al. 2013). Why
would we expect differences between immigrants and natives in the strength of
the father-child relationship after divorce? First, we can look at gender roles in various immigrant groups. In Muslim countries, there is considerably less support for
gender equality than in Western countries (Norris/Inglehart 2002). In Latin American
and Southern European countries, gender role attitudes are also more traditional
but they deviate less from the Western European pattern than Muslim countries
(Kalmijn 2003; Norris/Inglehart 2002). As a result, most immigrant fathers could be
less involved in child rearing during marriage and if this is true, they consequently
may have weaker ties to their children when they are divorced and the children are
adolescents.
Secondly, we can consider the institutionalisation hypothesis. In some of the
origin countries – especially Muslim countries – divorce and single parenthood are
strongly disapproved of (Norris/Inglehart 2002). One would expect that a normal
continuation of the father-child relationship after divorce is more difficult when the
community disapproves of divorce. In these cases, it is more likely that a divorce coincides with an abrupt discontinuation of contact between the two ex-partners and
their respective families. Not all immigrant groups disapprove of divorce and single
parenthood, however. Immigrants with African and Caribbean origins in particular
are characterised by high levels of single parenthood and high tolerance of divorce
(Kalmijn 2010). At the same time, however, it has been argued that in these groups,
the role of the father in the family tends to be weaker while networks of female
friends and kin are more strongly relied upon to provide support in single-mother
families (Sarkisian/Gerstel 2004; Stack 1974). As a result of their more matrifocal
orientation, we would expect that the children of African and Caribbean origins will
also have a weak relationship to the father after divorce, although for a different
reason than is assumed to be true for immigrants from Muslim countries.
Thirdly, economic considerations may play a role. Immigrants from non-western
origin countries on average have a weaker economic position in society. Their earnings tend to be lower, they have less education on average, and they are unemployed more often, even when controlling for the influence of education (Heath
et al. 2008; Van Tubergen 2004). The weak economic position of immigrant men
not only reduces their chances of marrying and increases their chances for divorce
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(Edin/Kefalas 2005; Lichter et al. 1992; Oppenheimer 2003); it may also weaken the
position of the father in the post-divorce family. When fathers have few economic
resources, they will be less likely to pay child support and this may limit the degree
to which they remain involved in the child’s life (Arditti/Keith 1993; Hofferth et al.
2010). Economically disadvantaged fathers are also less able to provide a stable and
comfortable place for their children to live, which would reduce the options for coparenting. It is therefore important to estimate the effect of immigrant background
while controlling for the family’s socioeconomic status. While we have multiple indicators of socioeconomic status in our data, we do not have data on the income
situation of the absent father. As a result, the net effects of immigrant background
should not entirely be interpreted from a cultural perspective; residual economic
causes for the differences between natives and immigrants may still play a role.

3

Data and method

The CILS4EU data were collected in four countries. About 100 secondary schools
were randomly chosen per country and two (randomly chosen) classes in each
school were used (Kalter et al. 2012). The focus was on year 10 pupils in England,
year 9 in Germany, year 3 of secondary schools in the Netherlands, and year 8 in
Sweden. The children were about 14 years old in each country. Schools with high
proportions of immigrants were systematically oversampled via a stratified sampling scheme to ensure a large enough sample of immigrants. Based on the percentage of immigrants in a school, four strata were constructed and random samples of
schools were drawn within these strata. To solve the problem that schools may not
be willing to participate, a replacement strategy was used where each school was
matched to a replacement school that would be approached if the initial school did
not respond. This is similar to the procedures used by other international school
studies such as PISA and TIMMS. After replacement, response at the school level
was 65.6 percent in England, 98.6 percent in Germany, 91.7 percent in the Netherlands, and 76.8 percent in Sweden (where no replacement procedure was used).
From the original data, we selected children whose parents were divorced or
separated. Parents who never lived together were not included. When children had
divorced parents, they were first asked about their primary home, i.e., the home
where they live most of the time. Next, they were asked about living in another
home. It was assessed how often the child lived in this secondary home and with
whom. We generated a variable indicating whether the child lives with the father
and a variable whether the child lives with the mother. Living with a parent is defined as living with that parent in the primary household or living with that parent in
a secondary household for at least half of the time. Cross-classifying these variables
yields four categories: living primarily with the mother, living primarily with the father, living with both in two different households, and living with neither parent. In
this definition, co-parenting means living with each of the two parents for half of
the time. There are children who stay over once a week with the father but we do
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not regard this as co-parenting even if the children regard this as their secondary
household. This will be captured in the contact measure, however.
Living arrangements were analysed with a multinomial logit model where the
baseline category is living primarily with the mother. Secondly, we defined contact
as the frequency of face-to-face contact with the biological father. This was recoded
to missing for children who primarily live with their father (in which case there is
no variation in contact). Categories were: every day, once or a couple of times per
week, once or a couple of times per month, less often, and never. The variable was
analysed with an ordinal logit model. Thirdly, we used a question about how well
the respondent gets along with the father. The respondent could choose among the
following options: very well, well, not so well, and not well at all. This variable was
also analysed with an ordinal logit model. The question about quality was not asked
if there had never been any contact with the father.
The following socioeconomic variables were used as independent variables: (a)
a variable indicating whether the mother works for pay, (b) the family status, which
is composed of four variables: father’s educational level (coded from 0 for no education to 3 for tertiary), mother’s educational level (also coded from 0 to 3), father’s
occupational status, and mother’s occupational status. Education was asked via
three separate questions, one for each level (primary, secondary, tertiary). It was
assumed that if a student answers “don’t know” to a level, the parent did not complete that level. A student who answers “don’t know” to all three questions or does
not answer for other reasons to any question is assigned to missing. The correlation between the father’s and mother’s education, thus measured, was 0.53, which
gives us confidence in the operational definition. If a mother does not work and the
child does not list mother’s past occupation, we impute the country-specific mean.
Note that a dummy for employment status is included and most missings are due
to non-working mothers. Occupations were coded in ISCO-08 (International SocioEconomic Index of Occupations) and recoded to ISEI status scores (Ganzeboom
et al. 1992). To create a family status scale, each of the individual status variables
was standardised and the mean of the four variables was taken. The scale we constructed is the average of the valid items. We worked with an index in order to use
as much information as possible and to reduce the number of missing cases in
the regression model. Not all children know the socioeconomic characteristics of
their parents. Missings were 6.9 percent for mother’s education, 15.3 percent for
father’s education, 6.2 percent for mother’s occupation (for working mothers), and
22.6 percent for father’s occupation. An alternative would be to use multiple imputation while using individual status components in the models. This is not preferred
because we have no specific hypotheses about which component of status is the
most influential.
The following demographic variables were used: (a) the age of the child, (b) the
sex of the child, (c) the number of siblings in the (primary) household, (d) whether
(or not) the mother is living with a new partner. The repartnering variable was included in a separate model where children who primarily live with the father and
children who live with neither parent are excluded. In these cases, no information
on repartnering is available.
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Tab. 1:

Descriptives of variables used in the analyses (N = 4524)
Mean

Standard deviation

Mother employed

0.77

0.42

Family status index

0.00

1.00

Daughter versus son

0.52

0.50

0

1

14.48

0.67

13

18

Age of child

Min

Max

0

1

-3.65

2.73

Number of siblings

1.29

1.21

0

9

Mother new partner

0.31

0.46

0

1

Germany (vs England)

0.26

0.44

0

1

Sweden (vs England)

0.28

0.45

0

1

Netherlands (vs England)

0.22

0.41

0

1

Immigrant child (1st generation)

0.08

0.28

0

1

Immigrant child (2nd generation)

0.24

0.43

0

1

Both parents foreign

0.13

0.33

0

1

Only father foreign

0.08

0.27

0

1

Only mother foreign

0.04

0.19

0

1

Source: Own calculations based on CILS4EU, 2010/2011

The following contextual variables are used. First, we include variables for the
country of destination. Second, we consider a variable that makes a distinction between “native” children (i.e. native-born children of two native-born parents) and
“immigrant” children (i.e. the native-born children of immigrants and foreign-born
children who came to the destination before or during the school ages). We make
an additional distinction between 1st and 2nd generation children and we pay special
attention to children of mixed parentage: children who have one native-born parent
and one foreign-born parent. Finally, we consider immigrant groups, defined on the
basis of the country of birth of the mother. If the mother was native-born, the country of birth of the father was used. We distinguish seven regions, following often
used classifications of world regions: Southern Europe, Eastern Europe, the larger
Middle East (including Northern Africa), Asia, Sub-Saharan Africa, Latin America,
and the Caribbean. The means and standard deviations of the independent variables are presented in Table 1.

4

Findings

Before presenting the regression results, it is interesting to see how often children
of divorced parents live with the mother, the father, or both. In Table 2, we present these statistics separately for each of the four countries. The percentages are
weighted to correct for the oversampling of schools with high numbers of immigrant
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children. Co-parenting is most common in Sweden: about 36 percent of Swedish
children have a co-parenting arrangement. In the Netherlands, 18 percent of the
children live in two parental homes. This corresponds well with an earlier study for
the Netherlands where it was found that 17 percent of 10-16 year-olds lived in a coparenting arrangement after divorce (Spruijt/Duindam 2009). Co-parenting is least
common in England and Germany (about 10 percent). In all countries, however, the
majority of children live primarily with their mother. A small minority of children live
primarily with the father and even fewer children live without a parent.
For children who do not primarily live with their father, we examined how often
they have been in contact with their father (Table 2). Overall, about 40 percent of the
children have at least weekly contact with their father, which is a substantial number. There is much heterogeneity, however. About one in six (18 percent) respondents say they never see their father. This is a substantial minority. The no-contact
category is smallest in Sweden, larger in the Netherlands, and largest in England
and Germany where about one in five children never have contact with the father.
Tab. 2:

Descriptive analyses of father-child ties after divorce in four countries
England

Living arrangement
With mother
Co-parenting
With father
With neither
Total

Perceived quality
Gets along:
Not well at all (1)
Not so well (2)
Well (3)
Very well (4)
Total

Sweden

Total

N

74.3
10.9
9.5
5.3

70.5
9.8
12.9
6.8

70.6
17.6
6.4
5.4

51.6
36.0
7.6
4.8

70.7
12.8
10.6
6.0

3,091
786
389
271

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

4,537

20.7
16.5
27.8
26.4
8.6

14.2
8.7
32.4
39.2
5.5

8.0
15.8
21.6
39.3
15.2

18.4
16.2
25.1
31.8
8.6

678
717
941
1,376
415

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

4,127

3.3
11.8
38.6
46.3

2.2
12.1
34.0
51.6

3.0
11.8
43.9
41.3

3.0
9.5
40.5
47.1

2.8
11.8
37.3
48.2

128
432
1,484
1,753

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

100.0

3,797

Contact with father (face-to-face)
Never (1)
18.9
Less often (2)
17.7
Monthly (3)
20.9
Weekly (4)
34.4
Daily (5)
8.1
Total

Germany Netherlands

Note: Values refer to coding in ordinal logit models.
Source: Own calculations based on CILS4EU, 2010/2011
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Whether the relationships in these cases are hostile, estranged, or simply neutral
and non-existent is not known, nor do we know how these children feel about the
father that they never see. Note that the percentage of 18 is based on children who
do not live with their father. When we consider all children of divorced parents,
16 percent never see their father.
The large majority of children of divorced parents say they have a good or very
good relationship with their father (Table 2). However, a significant minority – about
15 percent in each country – does not have a good relationship with the father (based
on children who have contact). It is also of some interest to examine the association
between contact and quality. Table 3 shows that there is a positive association, as
one would expect. The correlation between contact and quality (when coded “as
is”) is +.33, which is reasonable but not very strong. When we look at the table in
detail, we see that there is a significant group of children with a mismatch between
quality and contact. Of children who qualify the relationship as very good, 9 percent
see their father less than once a month. Of children who qualify the relationship as
good, 19 percent see their father less than once a month. These numbers point to a
possible source of deprivation in children’s post-divorce lives.
Tab. 3:

The association between contact with the father and perceived quality:
Column percentages
Perceived quality (“gets along ...”)

Contact
(face-to-face)

Very well

Well

Not well

Daily

459
26.2

240
16.2

46
10.7

6
4.7

751
19.8

Weekly

742
42.4

549
37.0

95
22.0

12
9.5

1,398
36.9

Monthly

401
22.9

416
28.1

105
24.3

17
13.4

939
24.8

149
8.5

277
18.7

186
43.1

92
72.4

704
18.6

1,751
100

1,482
100

432
100

127
100

3,792
100

Less often
Total

Not well at all

Total

Note: Weighted numbers. If there has never been any contact, no question was asked
about quality.
Source: Own calculations based on CILS4EU, 2010/2011
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Determinants of living arrangements
We now turn to an analysis of the determinants of living arrangements. In Table 4,
we present the estimates of the multinomial regression model. Living primarily with
the mother serves as the comparison group. In all regression models, the standard
errors are corrected for the clustering of students in schools. Moreover, all models
contain controls for the sample stratum but these effects are not presented in the
tables.
The socioeconomic variables have significant effects on living arrangements after divorce. In line with expectations, we find that children from high-status families
are more likely to have a co-parenting arrangement. There is no effect of socioeconomic status on living primarily with the father. In addition we find that children are
more likely to have a co-parenting arrangement when the mother works for pay.
This too is in line with our hypothesis. And again, we find that the effect of employment on living primarily with the father is not as expected; the effect is negative
rather than positive. In sum, the socioeconomic effects are as expected for co-parenting but they are not as expected for living primarily with the father. Perhaps the
tendency to not live with the mother – which is a small minority – is dependent on
more specific circumstances such as the mother’s health or personality.
We now discuss the demographic effects on living arrangements. Gender and
age differences are substantial. Daughters are less likely to live in a co-parenting
Tab. 4:

Multinomial regression of living arrangements after divorce
Co-parenting
b
p

With father
b
p

Without parents
b
p

Mother employed
Family socioeconomic status

.431*
.304*

(.00)
(.00)

-.820*
-.014

(.00)
(.82)

-.222
.053

(.15)
(.43)

Daughter versus son
Age of child
Number of siblings

-.270*
-.297*
.033

(.00)
(.00)
(.37)

-.383*
.220*
-.047

(.00)
(.01)
(.36)

-.294*
.118
-.254*

(.02)
(.28)
(.00)

.125
1.472*
.530*
-2.386*
-.867*
-.041

(.47)
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.74)

.276
.378*
-.191
-.335~
-.157
.042

(.13)
(.04)
(.34)
(.09)
(.25)
(.81)

-.569*
-.086
.223
.300
.319*
-.137

(.01)
(.65)
(.21)
(.13)
(.04)
(.54)

Germany (vs England)
Sweden (vs England)
Netherlands (vs England)
Immigrant (1st generation)
Immigrant (2nd generation)
Constant
N
Model Chi2

4,524
678.7*

Note: p-values in parentheses. Reference is living primarily with mother. See text for definition of co-parenting.
~ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05
Source: Own calculations based on CILS4EU, 2010/2011
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arrangement and this applies even more to living primarily with the father. These
effects are in line with expectations. Older children are less likely to live in a coparenting arrangement. We find no effects of the number of siblings except on living without parents, which is less common in large families. Presumably, arranging
such a situation may be more complicated when there are many children.
Contextual differences are substantial as well. Co-parenting is most common
in Sweden and more common in the Netherlands than in England and Germany.
Living primarily with the father is more common in Sweden as well. There are also
differences between natives and immigrants. Children of immigrants are much
less likely to live with their father after divorce. This applies most strongly to coparenting. A clear generational difference is found as well, with second-generation
children being more likely to have a co-parenting arrangement than first-generation
immigrants. The contrast between the generations for co-parenting is significant
(X2 = 13.9, p < .01). This is consistent with standard notions from assimilation theory since co-parenting is a recently developed arrangement in western societies
to which immigrant groups may adapt as they become more integrated in the host
society. Finally, second-generation immigrants are more likely to live with neither
parent after divorce. The more important role of the extended family (e.g. grandparents) in immigrant groups may play a role here. Since living with neither parent
is often associated with poverty (Hynes/Dunifon 2007) and with poorer child wellbeing compared to other non-standard families (Sun 2003), this effect may be an
important disadvantage that immigrant children face while growing up.

Determinants of contact and quality
The models for contact and quality are presented in Table 5 and 6 respectively. The
models for contact exclude children who primarily live with their father. In these
cases, contact is probably daily and does not vary. To examine if the determinants
affect contact primarily through co-parenting, we also estimated the model again
while excluding children with co-parenting. In this model, the outcome is contact
with a non-residential father. The approach is the same for quality in Table 6, except
that children who never have contact with the father were not asked about the quality of the tie so these are missing.
We first see that children from high-status families have more frequent contact
with their divorced father and perceive the quality of the tie to be better. These
findings are in line with our expectations. The quality of the relationship with the
father is also better in high-status families that divorce. Contact is more strongly
affected by status than quality. We also find that when the mother works, the child
sees the father more often and the quality of the tie with the father is better. This
last effect is not as expected but may be a product of more frequent contact with
the father when the mother works: more contact may improve the relationship. Both
effects on contact – of socioeconomic status and mother’s employment – are still
significant when we limit the sample to children who primarily live with the mother
(Model 5). Hence, the effects are not solely a product of more frequent co-parenting
in high-status families.
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Sons are more likely to have contact with their divorced father than daughters
and they also perceive the quality of the relationship to be better. What happens
when we control the effect of child gender on contact for the effects of the quality of
the relationship with the father and the mother? In a linear regression model for the
contact scale, the gender effect is b = -.24 without controls and b = -.07 with controls (p = .02). In other words, a large part of the gender difference in contact has to
do with differences in the way sons and daughters assess the relationship with the
father. However, even for children who assess the quality of the relationship with
the father as similar, sons more often see their father than daughters. This suggests
that the gender difference is in part also due to the preferences and behaviours of
the father, but the children’s own role seems to be the more important one.
The other demographic variables have mixed effects. There is no effect of the
number of siblings. Older children are less likely to see their father than younger
children and more likely to assess the quality as poor. The most interesting finding
is the effect of repartnering. When the mother lives with a new partner, children
have less frequent contact with their divorced father than when the mother lives
without a partner. The quality of the relationship with the father is not affected, however. This provides mixed evidence for the notion that stepfathers are substitutes. In
terms of contact this may be true, but not in terms of what the father means to the
child. The negative effect of the stepfather on contact with the biological father is
the same when we limit the sample to children who primarily live with their mother
(Model 5).
Are there contextual differences in contact and quality? Table 5 suggests that
contact with the divorced father is most frequent in Sweden, least frequent in Germany, with England and the Netherlands in between. These differences are partly
due to differences in living arrangements. When we focus on children who primarily live with their mother (Model 5), Sweden no longer stands out. In this model,
Germany stands out as a country where divorced fathers have the least frequent
contact with their children. Note that there are no differences in the quality of the
father-child relationship among the countries.
Are there differences in father-child relationships between immigrants and natives, between immigrant generations, and between immigrant groups? In Model 1,
we first see that immigrant children are less likely to have frequent contact with their
divorced father than natives. The effect is especially pronounced for the first generation. This raises the question of whether the gap we find is a phenomenon that is
limited to the first generation. When looking at the effect for the second generation,
this appears not to be true. The effect is b = -.31 which shows that second-generation children have a 27 percent lower odds to have frequent (e.g. at least weekly)
rather than less frequent (e.g. less than weekly) contact compared to native-born
children of native parents.1 Similar effects are found for the quality of the relationship. First and second-generation immigrant children evaluate the relationship with
their divorced father more negatively than native born children of native origins.
1

Formally, this means that the odds of being in contact category j > k rather than in contact category j ≤ k are 27 percent lower for second-generation immigrants.

(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.79)

-4.303*
-3.254*
-2.226*
-.203
4,114
391.0*

(2)

-4.298*
-3.245*
-2.193*
-.086
3,848
427.2*

.246*
.224*
-.377*
-.163*
.010
-.287*
-.307*
.440*
.119
-1.329*
-.400*

b

(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.91)

(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.70)
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.21)
(.00)
(.00)

p

(3)

(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.75)

(.18)
(.00)
(.32)

-.148
-.608*
-.141

-4.341*
-3.291*
-2.260*
-.234
4,114
406.0*

(.00)
(.00)
(.37)
(.00)

(.01)
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.42)

p

-.331*
.399*
.082
-1.332*

.208*
.219*
-.374*
-.168*
-.020

b

(4)

-.502*
-.603*
-.640*
-.584*
-.256*
-.361*
-.439*
-4.888*
-3.865*
-2.856*
-.843
4,114
310.9*

-.262*
.445*
.151~

.259*
.208*
-.364*
-.215*
-.020

b

(.01)
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.04)
(.02)
(.02)
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.26)

(.00)
(.00)
(.09)

(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.43)

p

(5)

-3.721*
-2.608*
-1.493~
.718
3,066
252.8*

.245*
.190*
-.304*
-.140*
.011
-.353*
-.301*
.006
.061
-1.068*
-.274*

b

(.00)
(.00)
(.06)
(.36)

(.01)
(.00)
(.00)
(.01)
(.72)
(.00)
(.00)
(.95)
(.56)
(.00)
(.00)

p

Source: Own calculations based on CILS4EU, 2010/2011

Note: p-values in parentheses. Respondents who do not primarily live with their father. Model (1) also excludes children living with
neither parent. Model (5) is based on children primarily living with their mother. Cutpoints are estimated by the ordinal logit
models and can be used to calculate odds ratios.
~ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05

(.00)
(.00)
(.28)
(.00)
(.00)

-.332*
.413*
.098
-1.341*
-.305*

p
(.01)
(.00)
(.00)
(.00)
(.45)

(1)

.202*
.213*
-.370*
-.166*
-.019

b

Ordered logit regression of face-to-face contact with father after divorce

Mother employed
Family socioeconomic status
Daughter versus son
Age of child
Number of siblings
Mother new partner
Germany (vs England)
Sweden (vs England)
Netherlands (vs England)
Immigrant (1st generation)
Immigrant (2nd generation)
Both parents foreign
Only father foreign
Only mother foreign
Southern European
Eastern European
Latin American
Asian
Larger Middle East
Sub-Saharan African
Caribbean
Cutpoint 1
Cutpoint 2
Cutpoint 3
Cutpoint 4
N
Model Chi2
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(.00)
(.00)
(.02)

-5.452*
-3.827*
-1.866*
3,788
165.1*

-5.521*
-3.893*
-1.941*
3,184
170.0*

.190*
.183*
-.578*
-.138*
.017
.113
.081
.039
-.078
-.327*
-.129

b

(2)

(.00)
(.00)
(.02)

(.05)
(.00)
(.00)
(.02)
(.59)
(.12)
(.41)
(.69)
(.45)
(.03)
(.15)

p

(3)

(.00)
(.00)
(.02)

(.26)
(.04)
(.23)

-.123
-.264*
-.175

-5.483*
-3.858*
-1.896*
3,788
172.5*

(.26)
(.31)
(.53)
(.02)

(.09)
(.00)
(.00)
(.02)
(.35)

p

.103
.095
-.062
-.305*

.135~
.143*
-.569*
-.126*
.024

b

(4)

-.081
-.040
-.208
-.123
-.245~
-.233
-.213
-5.546*
-3.921*
-1.960*
3,788
164.5*

.105
.099
-.038

.137~
.140*
-.571*
-.132*
.028

b

(.72)
(.77)
(.43)
(.47)
(.06)
(.17)
(.26)
(.00)
(.00)
(.02)

(.26)
(.30)
(.70)

(.09)
(.00)
(.00)
(.02)
(.29)

p

Source: Own calculations based on CILS4EU, 2010/2011

Note: p-values in parentheses. Children who never see their father are excluded. Model (1.) also excludes children who live with primarily their father or with neither parent.
~ p < 0.10, * p < 0.05

(.27)
(.29)
(.56)
(.02)
(.03)

.102
.100
-.057
-.311*
-.179*

p
(.10)
(.00)
(.00)
(.02)
(.34)

(1)

.132
.141*
-.569*
-.124*
.025

b

Ordered logit regression of perceived quality of father-child relationship after divorce

Mother employed
Family socioeconomic status
Daughter versus son
Age of child
Number of siblings
Mother new partner
Germany (vs England)
Sweden (vs England)
Netherlands (vs England)
Immigrant (1st generation)
Immigrant (2nd generation)
Both parents foreign
Only father foreign
Only mother foreign
Southern European
Eastern European
Latin American
Asian
Larger Middle East
Sub-Saharan African
Caribbean
Cutpoint 1
Cutpoint 2
Cutpoint 3
N
Model Chi2

Tab. 6:
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Does it matter which parent is foreign-born? In Model 3, we make a distinction
between three types of (second-generation) children: (a) both parents born abroad
(n = 579), (b) only the father foreign-born (n = 347), and (c) only the mother foreignborn (n = 175). Categories (b) and (c) are the children of an ethnically mixed marriage. When only the mother is foreign-born, there is no difference with natives.
When both parents are foreign-born, the contrast with natives is significant but
small. It is primarily when the father is foreign-born and the mother is native-born
that we find less frequent post-divorce contact compared to natives. In other words,
children in mixed marriages where the father is foreign-born tend to lose contact
with the father more frequently. For quality, we see the exact same pattern of results: children from mixed marriages have poorer ties to their divorced father but
this is only true when the father is foreign and the mother is native. Remember, however, that first-generation immigrants are also less likely to have frequent contact
and evaluate the relationships with their divorced father more negatively. In other
words, there is an effect of intermarriage but also an effect of immigrant status.
To what extent are there differences among the various immigrant groups? To
examine this, we distinguish broad regions in Model 4. We first conduct an extra
test where the effects for all regions are the same. This hypothesis cannot be rejected (X2 = 5.5, p =.48). Hence, the difference between natives and immigrants
does not depend on the subgroup we look at. The individual effects vary from -.36
for Sub-Saharan African immigrants to -.64 for Latin American immigrants. These
are not small differences but apparently not large enough to be significant with the
present sample size. For quality, we find the same pattern but the group-specific effects are smaller and often not significant.2 The test for equal effects across groups
cannot be rejected (X2 = 2.1, p = .91). Hence, there is more evidence for a general
immigrant background effect than for a group-specific effect.

Country differences in effects?
So far, we pooled the four countries and included a main effect. This assumes that
the effects of the other variables are similar across settings. In the last part of the
analyses, we examine this assumption by presenting models for each country separately. We build one new model that summarises the main patterns. More specifically, we include all respondents regardless of living arrangement and look at the
frequency of contact. This model takes into account that contact can be frequent
because of a favourable living arrangement and therefore it combines the results for
living arrangements and contact frequency. Table 7 presents the country-specific
estimates. We abstain from testing the differences across countries and simply describe the patterns that we see, focusing on whether or not an effect is significant.
The effects of the family’s socioeconomic status exist in all countries but the effect
of a mother’s employment is present only in England and Germany. Gender differ2

The general immigrant effect is significant for quality but the region-specific effects “distribute”
this effect among many dummy variables, which on their own are often not significant.

-.797*

Immigrant vs native
(.13)
(.33)
(.62)
(.50)

(.00)

(.03)
(.46)
(.74)
(.21)

(.00)
(.03)

-5.363*
-4.284*
-3.182*
-1.141
1,042
96.2*

-.516*

-.286*
-.247*
.040
-.530*

.300*
.240*

(.00)
(.00)
(.01)
(.33)

(.00)

(.01)
(.00)
(.45)
(.00)

(.04)
(.00)

Germany
b
p

-5.395*
-4.583*
-3.424*
-1.294
925
69.9*

-.639*

-.503*
-.214*
-.003
-.314*

.126
.241*

(.00)
(.00)
(.01)
(.35)

(.00)

(.00)
(.02)
(.97)
(.00)

(.45)
(.00)

Netherlands
b
p

-3.222
-2.016
-1.003
.910
1,160
61.8*

-.519*

-.399*
-.027
.015
-.324*

.007
.207*

(.38)
(.58)
(.78)
(.80)

(.00)

(.00)
(.92)
(.74)
(.00)

(.97)
(.00)

Sweden
b
p

Source: Own calculations based on CILS4EU, 2010/2011

Note: p-values in parentheses. All children are included, regardless of living arrangement. Contact frequency was also asked for children living with their father.
* p < 0.05

-2.789
-1.736
-.903
1.214
987
76.4*

-.288*
-.093
-.018
-.170

Daughter versus son
Age of child
Number of siblings
Mother new partner

Cutpoint 1
Cutpoint 2
Cutpoint 3
Cutpoint 3
N
Model Chi2

.416*
.142*

England
b
p

Ordered logit regression of father-child contact after divorce for all living arrangements by country

Mother employed
Family socioeconomic status

Tab. 7:
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ences are consistent across countries but stepfathers have a negative effect in all
countries except England. Finally, in all four countries, immigrant children less often
have contact with their father than native children.

5

Conclusion

This paper has described the father-child relationship after divorce in four European
countries, focusing on children who are about 14 years of age. Although there has
been much research on these relationships, most of the research is American and
little is known about the situation in Europe. Moreover, there is considerable heterogeneity in post-divorce relationships and findings about the causes of this heterogeneity are not consistent. Examples of such factors are the socioeconomic status of
the family, the national context, and differences between natives and immigrants.
Recent studies have made comparisons across countries, but these analyses focus
on adult children who are no longer living at home. Studies of ethnic and racial
differences in family functioning have been done but these have rarely looked at
effects of divorce on father-child relationships.
Using nationally representative data on secondary school children in four countries, we find that there are considerable differences among divorced families. Many
children have good or very good ties to their father after divorce and a large group
of children either lives with the father in a co-parenting arrangement or has at least
weekly contact. However, there also is a non-trivial minority of children who do not
see their father at all (about one in six). Moreover, of those who do have contact, a
substantial minority does not have a good relationship with the father. We suspect
that this will be perceived as a problem by many fathers and children. In this sense,
poor father-child relationships are one of the more problematic consequences of
the divorce revolution.
To understand heterogeneity, we looked at socioeconomic factors, demographic
differences, and contextual variation. High-status families generally suffer less from
the adverse consequences of divorce for father-child relationships. When measured
by the parent’s educational level and their occupational status, socioeconomic status is positively associated with co-parenting, with frequent contact, and with the
quality of the relationship. The same applies to mother’s employment, which is also
positively related to father-child ties, at least in two of the four countries. We interpret these findings in terms of the greater role that fathers play in children’s lives
before divorce in such families, more awareness of the consequences of divorce
for children, and better coping strategies to deal with the practical and emotional
problems after divorce.
We also found considerable demographic differences. Previous research has not
consistently found gender differences but our findings are rather clear: sons more
often live with the father, have more frequent contact if they do not live with him,
and they also more often assess the relationship as positive. In addition, stepfathers
“compete” with biological fathers in terms of contact frequency but the quality of
the tie to the father is not negatively affected if the mother has a new partner. This
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suggests that the substitution effect of the stepfather is probably more practical
than emotional: there is less time to visit and less need for support if the stepfather
already helps out with a problem.
The context matters for understanding father-child relationships as well. Of the
four countries, Sweden seems to have the most favourable post-divorce fatherchild relationships and this is largely due to more frequent co-parenting. Germany
seems to have the least favourable post-divorce relationships, at least in terms of
having less frequent weekly contact. These results do not support an institutionalisation perspective since England and Sweden are both high-divorce countries but
ties to fathers are much stronger in Sweden than in England. The special position of
Sweden, and especially the finding on co-parenting, seems more consistent with a
gender-role perspective. Obviously, larger samples of countries are needed to test
these ideas conclusively. One previous study of father-child contact among adult
children in ten European countries found a similar pattern: stronger negative effects of divorce on father-child contact in less gender egalitarian countries (Kalmijn
2008). Our findings are consistent with this earlier study.
Contextual differences were also analysed by looking at immigrant children. Immigrant children less often live with the father after divorce and if they live with
their mother, they less often have regular contact with the father. The weaker role of
the immigrant father after divorce is observed for all investigated major immigrant
groups. Several reasons were suggested to explain the differences. First, immigrant
families tend to be more traditional in their gender roles so that fathers invest less in
their children during marriage. Second, in some immigrant families, divorce is met
with disapproval. This leads to a more selective group of parents who divorce (e.g.
more conflict-ridden families) and can also lead to more complications after divorce
(e.g. more sanctions from the community). Finally, economic considerations can
play a role. Immigrant men often have a weaker economic position in society (e.g.
lower income) and this makes it more difficult for them to provide a comfortable
(second) home for a child after divorce. Alimony payments can also be more uncertain, and since a weak financial tie is often associated with a reduction in contact,
this can be part of the explanation as well (Seltzer et al. 1989).
What do the differences tell us about these explanations? First, we observe that
second-generation immigrants are more likely to see their divorced father than firstgeneration immigrants. This is in line with a cultural perspective. Second-generation immigrants are more accustomed to Western European gender roles and may
become more accepting of divorce (De Graaf et al. 2011). Secondly, we found more
evidence for similarities than for differences among the major immigrant groups in
the four countries. Immigrants from African and Caribbean origins have less frequent contact with the non-resident father, just as immigrants from predominantly
Muslim origin countries. In Muslim groups, divorce is disapproved of, but in African
and Caribbean groups, divorce and non-marital childbearing are more accepted.
That effects are nonetheless similar may be due to the matrifocal orientation of
African and Caribbean groups (Sarkisian/Gerstel 2004).
The children of mixed marriages seem to occupy a special position. Children
of mixed marriages in which the father is foreign-born and the mother is native
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are more prone to lose contact with their father. Perhaps when mixed marriages
break up, the immigrant father becomes disconnected from the mother’s network
because without being tied to the mother through marriage it may be difficult to
bridge ethnic group boundaries. Intermarriage is often believed to connect groups
and the breakup of a mixed marriage may lead to the opposite effect with unintended negative effects for one parent. New studies need to look into this issue in more
detail. The possibility that the father moves back to his origin country after divorce
needs to be considered as well.
We conclude with some caveats about our data. Some information is missing
as the CILS4EU was a general survey and not specifically targeted to family scholars. This means that we have no information on whether the father repartnered (although we do know if the mother repartnered), we do not know the year of divorce,
and we do not know where the father is living (for example, if he moved back to the
origin country). The design is cross-sectional, which means that we do not know if
the relationships of children and parents were already poor before the breakup. We
also do not know the temporal order of some of the variables (e.g. co-parenting and
mother’s employment). It is clear that longitudinal data could yield more stringent
tests of our hypotheses but it is rather difficult practically to collect longitudinal data
with sufficient numbers of parents who divorce in between waves. There are no
data where the exact same research design was used in four European countries.
In this sense, the data used here are unique and provide an important first look at
the problem.3 The main goal of the paper was to describe father-child relationships
after divorce using nationally representative data on children. Moreover, we were
able to show that there are important social differences in these relationships, related to the national context where families live, their socioeconomic status, and
their immigrant status.
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