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Loose Ties? Determinants of Father-Child Contact after Separation in Germany 

Objective: This paper examines the determinants of father-child contact in Germany after 
divorce and separation, with a special emphasis on the role of legal child support. 

Background: The contact separated fathers have with their children is a policy-relevant issue 
that has been intensively addressed in previous research for the US, the UK, and Canada. For 
continental Europe, there has been far less research on this topic. This paper investigated how 
fathers’ union status at childbirth, custody arrangements, and past and present partnership 
dynamics affect the level of contact they had with their first-born child from a prior union.  

Method: Data were used from wave 2 (2009/10) to wave 8 (2015/16) of the German family 
panel pairfam (www.pairfam.de). With a final sample size of 285 fathers, population average 
logistic models were estimated that examined non-resident fathers’ probability of having 
frequent contact versus having little or no contact with their first-born children. 

Results: Whether a non-resident father shared legal custody with the mother or not was a 
decisive factor in whether he had regular contact with his minor child, particularly if he was not 
living with the mother of the child at the time of delivery. There were strong interaction effects 
between having joint legal custody and the time since the parental separation. Joint legal 
custody did not have an immediate impact on father-child contact around the time of separation, 
but as time elapsed, men without joint legal custody were more likely to lose contact with their 
children than men with joint legal custody. 

Conclusion: Joint legal custody may provide an institutional arrangement for separated parents 
to exercise their responsibility for the well-being of their children and thus be conducive to 
regular father-child contact. 

 

Keywords: custody, divorce, fatherhood, parent-child relationships, separation  
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The images and expectations of fatherhood have undergone radical changes in recent decades. 

While the normative pressure to act as an ‘involved father’ has increased over time, fathers 

themselves have also expressed a growing desire to be more actively involved in the lives of 

their children (Adler & Lenz, 2016; Kaufman, 2013). This normative expectation and individual 

desire might extend beyond parental breakup. Given the high rates of separation and divorce in 

most developed countries and a situation where children often reside with their mothers 

afterwards, a father’s ability to remain involved in the lives of his children after a union 

dissolution may, however, be limited.  

The contact separated fathers have with their children is a policy-relevant issue that has been 

intensively addressed in previous research for the US, the UK, and Canada (e.g., Amato et al., 

2009; Cheadle et al., 2010; Juby et al., 2007; Stewart, 2010). For continental Europe, there has 

been far less research on this topic (see, however, Régnier-Loilier, 2015; Skevig, 2006). 

Kalmijn (2015a: 252) noted in this context that “even the simplest facts such as the percentages 

of co-parenting arrangements after divorce are unknown for most European countries”. Thus, 

the question of whether previous findings for English-speaking countries can be translated to 

different legal contexts and different cultural understandings of fatherhood has remained 

unanswered. 

Our study focuses on Germany, which used to be laggard in the European context in supporting 

the rights of divorced and separated fathers (Balomatis, 2016). It is only recently that policy 

reforms were enacted that strengthened the rights of separated and divorced fathers towards 

their children (Dethloff, 2015). Most significant in this context is a policy reform enacted in 

1998 that has granted unmarried fathers the right to joint legal custody. The question of whether 

joint legal custody facilitates father-child contact among unmarried fathers has, however, been 

unanswered so far. In this article, we add to the literature on the determinants of father-child 

contact after parental separation. Access to detailed union and fertility histories allows us to 
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place fathers’ behavior into a biographical context. In particular, we examine how union status 

at childbirth, repartnering, and subsequent childbirth shape the involvement of non-resident 

fathers with their children. Most importantly, our data enable us to investigate how legal 

custody is associated with father-child contact after separation, and how patterns differ by union 

status at childbirth and duration since separation.  

BACKGROUND 

The extent to which non-resident fathers maintain contact with their children, take on 

responsibilities to care for them, and remain emotionally involved with them after separation 

and divorce can be seen as expressions of men’s identities as fathers. In relation to those 

identities, separated fathers choose to spend time, money, and energy on their children (Ihinger-

Tallman et al., 1993). Previous research has established that the extent of non-resident fathers’ 

involvement with their children, in particular father-child contact, is being influenced by 

fathers’ past and present partnership dynamics, by fathers’ socioeconomic resources, by the 

quality of the interparental relationship, and by the social policy context (Kalmijn, 2015a; 

Seltzer, 1991; Stewart, 1999; Cheadle et al., 2010; Haux et al., 2015). Fathers’ union history 

prior to separation is one of the key predictors for their later involvement. Fathers who have 

never co-resided with the mother of their children often remain absent from their children’s 

lives altogether (Guzzo, 2009; Kiernan, 2006; Skevik, 2006), possibly because they were unable 

to develop a strong “paternal identity” (Ihinger-Tallman et al., 1993: 552). Fathers who were 

married are more likely to remain involved than men who were in cohabiting unions or in 

“romantic relationships” when their children were born (Tach et al., 2010). Furthermore, father-

child contact tends to decrease with increasing duration since the separation (Stephen et al., 

1994; Stephens, 1996). The effects of duration since separation are, however, closely related to 

the age of the child, which increases in tandem with time since separation.   
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The partnership behavior of the parents after separation is another decisive factor in explaining 

the frequency of father-child contact. There is consistent evidence that the intensity of the 

relationship between a non-resident father and his children worsens when either the mother or 

the father repartners (Bradshaw et al., 1999; Stephens, 1996; Stewart, 2010). A new partnership 

can impose time constraints and additional responsibilities that may interfere with established 

patterns of father-child contact (Stephens, 1996). The father’s new partner may also pressure 

him to invest more in her own children, possibly at the cost of his ability to invest in his children 

from a previous relationship (Kalmijn, 2015b). The arrival of a new child is another factor that 

can negatively affect the relationship of the non-resident father and his children (Juby et al., 

2007; Manning & Smock, 1999). It is argued that fathers tend to shift their investments to the 

children with whom they share a residence at the expense of those with whom they no longer 

live (Furstenberg & Cherlin, 1991; Tach et al., 2014; Townsend, 2002).  

With respect to fathers’ socioeconomic background, existing research largely affirms a 

“socioeconomic-advantaged parenting perspective” (Stephens, 1996: 471). Fathers who are 

highly educated, employed, and resourceful are more likely than fathers who lack these 

characteristics to stay in touch with their children after separation (Bradshaw et al., 1999; 

Cooksey & Craig, 1998; Guzzo, 2009; Swiss & Le Bourdais, 2009). 

Social policies, such as child support payments, visitation rights, and legal custody, are 

additional factors that can enable or constrain paternal involvement after separation and 

divorce. There is consistent evidence that the amount and the regularity of child support 

payments are strongly correlated with a close father-child contact (Cheadle et al., 2010; 

Hofferth et al., 2010). Joint legal custody also seems to support a positive relationship between 

non-resident fathers and their children (Seltzer, 1998; Stephen et al., 1994). Obviously, 

however, neither joint legal custody nor child support payments are assigned at random, so that 

the direction of causality is difficult to establish (Nepomnyaschy, 2007; Seltzer et al., 1989). 
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The German Case 

In cross-national comparisons, Germany has continuously been classified as a country that 

favors a modernized male breadwinner model through a fine-tuned system of social policies 

that support men mainly as economic providers and women as part-time workers and mothers. 

However, since 2005, major family policy reforms have been enacted that not only facilitate 

the labor market integration of mothers, but also foster greater gender equity and the stronger 

involvement of fathers in the upbringing of their children (Adler et al., 2016; Adler & Lenz, 

2016). Although public policy attention has primarily focused on fathers’ involvement in 

nuclear families (e.g., parental leave), some major reforms have strengthened fathers’ rights 

after separation and divorce as well. In particular, before 1998, the rights of unmarried fathers 

to remain involved in the lives of their children were very limited (Peschel-Gutzeit, 2009). Since 

then, joint legal custody has become the “rule” for divorced parents and unmarried fathers can 

apply for joint legal custody during pregnancy or later.  

It is important to note that in German family law, parental legal custody is the basic concept, 

which involves the right to have a say in the relevant areas of a child’s life, such as education, 

care, health, and property. Joint legal custody therefore implies that major decisions concerning 

a child must be made jointly by the parents and those responsibilities continue after separation. 

Physical custody and visitation rights are separate matters. The rights and duties to contact exist 

irrespective of who actually holds legal custody (Dethloff, 2015). 

The rules and the guidelines that lay out child support payments assume that the child will 

mainly reside with one parent (Dethloff, 2015). In the large majority of cases, the child lives 

primarily with the mother after a separation or a divorce. However, the share of separated 

parents in Germany who practice shared parenting is growing slowly (Kindler & Walper, 2016). 

Financial child support is regulated on the national level. If a non-resident father does not meet 
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his child support obligations, the resident mother can file for advance payments from the local 

authorities, who in turn try to collect the payment from the non-resident father.  

Taken together, we expect to find that fathers who were married at childbirth are more likely to 

remain in contact with their children than fathers who were either cohabiting or not living with 

the mother at childbirth. In particular, we assume that fathers who have never resided with the 

mother of their children have greater difficulties in establishing and maintaining frequent father-

child contact. In line with prior research, we furthermore assume that meeting child support 

obligations and having joint legal custody are positively related to father-child contact. Since 

married fathers automatically keep legal custody after divorce, the small group of divorced 

fathers who are being refused legal custody should be negatively selected and be less likely to 

see their children. Conversely, unmarried fathers must make an effort to apply for joint legal 

custody when their children are born, and may thus be positively selected with respect to their 

interest in getting involved in their children’s lives (more father-child contact). As in previous 

research, we expect to find evidence for a social gradient and a negative impact of a father’s 

repartnering and of additional children on the frequency of father-child contact after separation. 

METHOD & DATA 

Data and Analytical Sample 

The analyses are based on data from the German family panel pairfam (“Panel Analysis of 

Intimate Relationships and Family Dynamics”), a multi-disciplinary, longitudinal study of 

partnership and family dynamics in Germany (Brüderl et al., 2017a; Huinink et al., 2011). The 

annually surveyed nationwide random sample includes respondents of the birth cohorts 1971–

73, 1981–83, and 1991–93. To allow for more in-depth comparisons of family dynamics in 

eastern and western Germany, a subsample (DemoDiff) was drawn in 2009/10 that oversampled 

eastern Germans of the cohorts 1971–73 and 1981–83 (Kreyenfeld et al., 2012). The German 
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family panel is well-suited for examining how father-child contact is contingent upon the 

father’s union history and current status, as it provides the full union histories of all respondents, 

including periods of living apart together relationships.  

For this analysis, we pooled data from wave 2 (2009/10) to wave 8 (2015/16). We did not 

include data from wave 1, because the frequency of father-child contact was not yet surveyed 

in wave 1. Fathers can enter our sample several times, depending on how often they had 

participated in the survey, and can thus contributed up to seven years of data points. We studied 

a father’s contact to his first-born child based on the information that the father provided on the 

frequency of contact. We controlled for whether he had further children, but our results were 

restricted to first-born children. Our analytical sample included men who had at least one child, 

but who were separated from the mother of their first-born child. We furthermore reduced the 

sample to men whose first-born child was age 17 or younger at the respective time of interview. 

The total number of separated fathers in the data was 379. We excluded fathers who (still) lived 

with their children, in order to focus on non-resident fathers. Also the few fathers (13 cases) 

who had sole legal custody were excluded. The final sample consisted of 285 fathers who 

contributed 947 person years to the analysis.  

Variables 

A note on terminology. In accordance with the literature (e.g., Amato et al., 2009; Kiernan, 

2006), we use the term “non-resident father” instead of post-separation or separated father. We 

have chosen this term because we believe it adequately describes the life situation of the typical 

father after separation in Germany (Kalmijn, 2015a). In our sample, nine out of 10 fathers had 

a first child who mainly lives with the biological mother, and only a very small proportion of 

the fathers practice shared parenting with the child’s mother. 
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Dependent variable. In our study, the frequency of in-person contact between the non-resident 

father and his child was used as an expression of father-child relations after parental separation. 

We are well aware of the limitations of a measure that does not include forms of long-distance 

contact (such as communication by phone or messaging) and that does not capture the emotional 

closeness of the relationship (Amato & Gilbreth, 1999). However, previous research has 

convincingly shown that in-person father-child contact is a necessary prerequisite for other 

types of contact, and for establishing an emotionally close relationship (Schier, 2016). We 

therefore considered the frequency of in-person contact to be a basic requirement for father-

child relations. 

In the survey, there were eight potential responses to the question “How often do you see 

[child’s name]?”: “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.” After careful consideration, we collapsed these responses into two groups 

that distinguish between “1=contact at least every month (frequently)” and “0=contact several 

times per year and less (rarely).” Therefore, our focus is on exploring the factors that affect 

non-resident fathers’ probability of having frequent contact versus having little or no contact 

with their first-born child, while accounting for the fact that it is common practice in Germany 

for non-resident fathers to see their children every other weekend (Schmid, 2014). Moreover, 

this compressed version of contact allows us to identify the characteristics of the fathers who 

were able to see their children regularly, and to clearly distinguish them from those who did not 

participate in their children’s everyday lives. Before we decided to use a binary variable as an 

outcome, all of the multivariate analyses were also conducted using an ordinal dependent 

variable, which yielded very similar results. The dependent variable and all covariates were 

based on fathers’ reports. 
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Covariates. We included several covariates that reflect past and present union behavior. The 

family status at the time of childbirth was categorized as single/living apart together (LAT), 

cohabiting, or married. A time-varying covariate measured the current family status at time of 

interview. We distinguished between single, LAT, cohabiting, and married fathers. We also 

controlled for the birth of a new child. This variable is time-varying and dummy coded; it equals 

one if the father had a child with a current partner. We also included a variable that indicates 

whether the father has further children from past partnerships. These may be the full siblings 

of the first-born child or half-siblings from further relationships. 

The legal setting of the separation had been taken into account through the inclusion of a binary 

variable that indicates whether the parents have joint legal custody, or whether the mother had 

sole custody. The respondents’ custody arrangements were surveyed every second year, and we 

imputed the information for the interim periods. However, this information is basically time-

constant, as legal custody is usually established around childbirth (in our sample, the 

respondents’ joint custody status changed in only 15 cases over the survey years). Furthermore, 

we controlled for whether the father pays child support. Child support payments are time-

varying because they depend on the father’s financial situation and on the child’s age. The 

German Family Panel included a question about whether child support was paid without asking 

respondents to specify the payment amounts or the order of the child. Thus, we must assumed 

that payment of child support did not vary by the order of the non-residing children.  

We also controlled for the child’s current age. In order to account for non-linear effects, we 

distinguished between fathers with children aged 0–5, 6–11, and 12 and older. Another control 

variable was the duration since separation, distinguishing 0–2, 3–5, 6–8, 9–11 and 12 and more 

years.  
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Fathers’ socioeconomic resources are measured repeatedly across the waves by including their 

education and their employment status. The highest educational degree was measured 

according to the International Standard Classification of Education (ISCED) as low (no degree 

or lower secondary education), medium (upper secondary or post-secondary non-tertiary 

education), and high (tertiary education). The father’s employment status consisted of three 

categories: employed (full-time or part-time), unemployed, and in education/other.  

The fathers were further distinguished according to the place of residence at the time of the 

survey. Eastern Germany includes the region of the former German Democratic Republic plus 

West Berlin, and western Germany includes the states that composed the former Federal 

Republic of Germany, excluding West Berlin. (The STATA-code that generated the sample is 

available on the homepage of the family panel http://www.pairfam.de/en/).  

Analytic Strategy 

We first present our descriptive findings on the composition of non-resident fathers in Germany 

and on the frequency of father-child contact. The descriptive information is displayed as 

unweighted and weighted estimates. Here, we use a combination of a design and a post-

stratification weight that particularly accounts for the oversampling of eastern Germany in the 

sample (Brüderl et al., 2017b). Finally, the determinants of father-child contact are examined 

in a multivariate framework. 

The frequency of father-child contact was repeatedly measured as a binary variable across the 

panel waves. Since we had repeated observations on each individual for each wave of the 

survey, in a standard logistic regression, measures on the same individual are likely to be 

correlated, which yields biased coefficient estimates. We used population average logistic 

models (PA logistic models) with robust standard errors to allow for this kind of 

autocorrelation. These models are particularly suitable for panel data when the interest is in the 
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effect of time-constant covariates on an outcome, which is the case in our study that focuses on 

joint legal custody (see Szmaragd et al., 2013 for a discussion). The PA models were fitted 

using generalized estimating equations (GEE) (Liang & Zeger, 1986) as an extension of 

standard regression estimation procedures by adjusting the estimates of the logistic model 

parameters and the standard errors for autocorrelation. 

In a first step of our analysis, apart from the union status at childbirth, we only controlled for 

the basic socio-demographics (region, time since separation, age of the child). We then included 

the legal custody arrangement and child support payments. In the last step, we controlled for 

the abovementioned characteristics of the non-resident fathers. The reason for choosing a 

stepwise modeling procedure was to unravel whether the association between legal custody and 

child contact was largely driven by the particular characteristics of separated fathers with joint 

legal custody. We also generated models with interaction terms. The first interaction model 

explored the question of whether the association between joint legal custody and father-child 

contact differed by the father’s union status at childbirth. The next interaction examined the 

relationship between legal custody and the time elapsed since separation.  

RESULTS 

Descriptive Findings 

Table 1 gives an overview of the socioeconomic characteristics of our study population. In 

addition, the table displays the share of fathers who report having close contact with their 

children. We provide weighted as well as unweighted estimates. The last column of Table 1 

shows the share of the non-resident fathers who have frequent contact with their first-born 

children: 67% in the total population reported frequent contact, but there was strong variation 

across subgroups. We found a strong educational gradient, with university-educated fathers 

being substantially more likely than less educated fathers to have frequent contact. Although 
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unemployed men should have more time than employed men to see their children, they were 

less likely to have frequent contact: 57% of unemployed fathers, compared to 70% of employed 

fathers, reported having more often contact with their children. Unlike the Anglo-American 

studies (Tach et al., 2010), we did not find pronounced differences between men who had been 

living in marital and in cohabiting unions at first childbirth. However, men who were not living 

with the mother at childbirth were substantially less likely to report having frequent contact 

with their children than men who were in co-residential unions. The duration since separation, 

the age of the child, and the birth of a new child all had a negative impact on father-child contact. 

There was no notable difference in contact frequency between fathers with only one non-

residing child and fathers who had more than one child living outside their household. While 

having a new relationship did not seem to impact the father-child relationship, getting married 

to a new partner did. Very pronounced differences were found depending on the legal custody 

arrangements: 81% of the men who had joint legal custody had frequent contact with their 

children, compared to only 46% of the men whose ex-partner had sole custody. We also found 

smaller but still distinct differences depending on whether the father paid child support: 71% 

of the men who paid child support reported frequent contact, compared to 57% of the men who 

did not. 

Table 1: Sample statistics and share of fathers with frequent contact 

 
Column % 

(unweighted) 
Column % 
(weighted) 

% fathers with frequent contact 
(weighted) 

Region of Germany    
      Western Germany 53 82 68 
      Eastern Germany 47 18 62 
Family status at first birth    
      Married 29 30 76 
      Cohabiting 41 39 72 
      LAT/Single 30 31 53 
Duration since separation    
      0-2 years 24 25 89 
      3-5 years 22 22 71 
      6-8 years 19 18 75 
      9-11 years 16 16 54 
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      12+ years 19 19 36 
Age of first child    
      Age 0-5 20 20 76 
      Age 6-11 38 39 76 
      Age 12-17 42 41 54 
Custody arrangement    
      Joint custody 48 50 81 
      Mother sole custody 36 35 46 
      Missing 16 5 70 
Payment of child support    
     Yes 70 74 71 
     No 30 26 57 
Education    
      Low 12 12 62 
      Medium 64 52 60 
      High 24 36 79 
Employment status    
      Employed 78 79 70 
      Unemployed 13 11 57 
      In education/other 9 10 57 
Current family status    
      Single 37 31 68 
      LAT 14 12 71 
      Cohabiting 25 34 72 
      Married 22 22 55 
      Others/missing 2 1 80 
New child    
      Yes 24 22 61 
      No 76 78 69 
Multiple separated living 
children    
      Yes 37 33 70 
      No 63 67 66 
Person-years (subjects) 947 (285)   

Source: German Family Panel 2009/10–2015/16.  

 

Multivariate Results – Determinants of Father-Child Contact 

Table 2 presents the results from the PA logistic regression analysis with frequent contact as 

the dependent variable. Model 1 controlled for region of Germany, union status at first birth, 

time since separation, and age of the child. In Model 2, we added custody arrangement and 
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child support payments. The socio-demographic characteristics of separated fathers were 

controlled for in a last step (Model 3).  

Duration since separation and the age of child. In line with previous research (Stephen et al., 

1994; Stephens, 1996), we found that father-child contact declined as the time elapsed since the 

separation increased. The age of the child did not appear to be related to the frequency of father-

child contact. It should be noted that the time elapsed and the age of child were strongly 

correlated. The bivariate analyses showed a negative correlation between the age of the child 

and the frequency of contact, but this seemed to be largely driven by the effect of the time since 

the separation, which increases in tandem with the aging of the child. 

Partnership status at the first birth. In line with the bivariate analysis, we found that the men 

who were married when their first child was born were the most likely to stay in contact with 

their children after divorce. The odds of frequent contact increased by 47% percent if we 

compared the men who were not living with the mother with the men who were married when 

the child was born. Living in a cohabiting union at childbirth also increased contact frequency 

but to a lesser extent.  

Legal custody and child support. Model 2 included legal custody and child support. Unlike 

prior studies for Anglo-American countries (Cheadle et al., 2010; Hofferth et al., 2010), we did 

not find that child support is correlated with frequent father-child contact. This finding may be 

attributable to the legal framework in Germany, which makes it more difficult for fathers to 

evade child support payments. Thus, our study may be less affected than studies conducted in 

other countries by the self-selection of involved fathers into child support payments.  

The custody arrangement was, however, shown to be strongly associated with frequent contact. 

If the mother has sole legal custody, the odds of frequent contact declined by about 58%. After 

the inclusion of legal custody and child support, most of the previous coefficients remain stable. 
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An exception is the union status at childbirth. The fading of its impact can be attributed to the 

strong correlation between marriage and joint legal custody. 

Father’s socioeconomic background. In line with the results of the descriptive analysis, we 

found that highly educated fathers were more likely than fathers with less education, and that 

unemployed fathers were less likely than employed fathers to have regular contact with their 

children. Unlike in the bivariate analysis, we no longer found that eastern Germans were less 

prone to have frequent contact with their non-resident children. 

Partnership and fertility behavior since separation. While the fathers who were married when 

their first child was born were more likely to keep in touch, their chances of remaining in 

frequent contact lowered significantly if they remarried. Having a new relationship and a new 

cohabiting partner lowered contact frequency, but to a lesser extent than a marriage. Unlike in 

the bivariate analysis, we did not find that the birth of a new child affected father-child contact. 

However, as current marital status and the birth of a new child were closely correlated, it was 

difficult to isolate the effects, given the relatively small sample size. A father who had more 

than one non-residing child from a prior union did not display more or less contact with his 

first-born child than a father with only one child from whom he lived separately.  

Table 2: Results from population average logit models, dependent variable: father-child 
contact (1=frequently, 0=rarely) 
 

 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 
 b exp(b) s.e.  b exp(b) s.e.  b exp(b) s.e.  

Western Germany 
(ref.: Eastern 
Germany) 0.11 1.12 0.23  0.11 1.12 0.23  0.09 1.09 0.23  
Family status at 
first birth   
(ref: LAT/Single)             
      Married 0.93 2.55 0.32 *** 0.60 1.83 0.31 * 0.38 1.47 0.33  
      Cohabiting 0.48 1.62 0.28 * 0.35 1.43 0.28  0.26 1.30 0.29  
Duration since 
separation   
(ref: 0-2 years)             
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      3-5 years -0.52 0.59 0.21 ** -0.32 0.72 0.23  -0.29 0.74 0.22  
      6-8 years -0.91 0.40 0.29 *** -0.66 0.52 0.31 ** -0.61 0.54 0.29 ** 
      9-11years -1.13 0.32 0.28 *** -0.95 0.39 0.29 *** -0.93 0.39 0.29 *** 
      12+ years -1.66 0.19 0.34 *** -1.49 0.22 0.36 *** -1.54 0.21 0.36 *** 
Age of first child 
(ref: 0-6)             
      Age 6-11 -0.17 0.85 0.22  -0.16 0.86 0.24  -0.15 0.86 0.25  
      Age 12-17 -0.15 0.86 0.26  -0.17 0.85 0.28  -0.15 0.86 0.31  
Custody 
arrangement  
(ref: joint)      

   

    
      Mother sole  
      custody     

-0.75 0.47 0.24 *** -0.88 0.42 0.24 *** 

Child support  
(ref: yes)      

   
    

      No     -0.19 0.82 0.18  -0.13 0.88 0.19  
Education  
(ref: low)      

   
    

      Medium         0.02 1.02 0.33  
      High         0.97 2.64 0.42 *** 
Employment status 
(ref: employed)      

   
    

      Unemployed         -0.55 0.58 0.28 ** 
      In education /     
      other        

   
-0.26 0.77 0.23  

Current family 
status   
(ref: Single)      

   

    
      LAT         -0.23 0.79 0.18  
      Cohabiting         -0.41 0.66 0.20 ** 
      Married         -0.66 0.51 0.32 ** 
New child  
(ref: yes)      

   
    

      No         0.08 1.08 0.26  
Further separate 
living children  
(ref: yes)      

   

    
      No         -0.18 0.84 0.26  
Constant 1.05 2.88 0.30 *** 1.41 4.09 0.39 *** 1.73 5.66 0.51 *** 
Wald Χ² 51.32    66.19    93.35    
Person-years 947    947    947    

Note: Controls are missing information on control variables (omitted from the table).  
Source: German Family Panel 2009/10–2015/16. 
* p < 0.05; ** p < 0.01; *** p < 0.001. 

Results from Models with Interaction Terms 

Figure 1 reports the average predicted probabilities from an interaction model of legal custody 

and family status at first birth. For all groups, we found that legal custody is strongly associated 
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with father-child contact. However, the strength of the effect was largest for the men who were 

either married or not living with the mother of their child at childbirth. This result can probably 

be explained by selection. As divorced men have been receiving joint custody by default since 

1998, those who were not granted joint legal custody are presumably negatively selected. Since 

unmarried men must make an extra effort to apply for joint legal custody at childbirth, this 

group may be positively selected. The effect of joint legal custody is strongest for the men who 

were not living with a partner at childbirth. Also this effect may be attributed to selection. 

However, it may also be the case that there is a causal effect as we have controlled for many of 

the factors that select men into joint legal custody. A man who has never lived with the mother 

of his first-born child may face high barriers to getting involved in his child’s life, and joint 

legal custody may represent an institutional arrangement that is conducive to regular father-

child contact. The figure also shows that fathers who had joint custody report approximately 

the same level of contact frequency regardless of union status at first birth. 

Figure 2 displays the interaction effects of legal custody and time since separation. Due to the 

small number of cases, we included time since separation as a continuous covariate in the 

interaction model (a model with a categorical variable generates the same, but more “noisy” 

results). At the time of separation, there were some differences between fathers with and 

without joint legal custody, and these differences increased over time. Ten years after the 

separation, 71% of the fathers who held joint custody still saw their children regularly, whereas 

only 38% of the fathers whose ex-partner had sole legal custody were in regular contact with 

their children. This interaction model seems to suggest that the fathers who had joint legal 

custody were better able to maintain father-child contact over time. In other words, men without 

joint legal custody were considerably more likely to lose contact with their children. 

Figure 1: Results from the population average logit model, predicted probabilities by legal 
custody and family status at first birth with 95% confidence intervals, dependent variable: 
father-child contact (1=frequently, 0=rarely) (N=285) 
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Note: Controls are the same as the variables listed in Model 3 (see Table 2).  
Source: German Family Panel 2009/10–2015/16.  

Figure 2: Results from the population average logit model, predicted probabilities by legal 
custody and time since separation with 95% confidence intervals, dependent variable: father-
child contact (1=frequently, 0=rarely) (N=285) 

 
Note: The controls are the same as the variables listed in Model 3 (see Table 2).  
Source: German Family Panel 2009/10–2015/16.  

 

CONCLUSION 

In this study, we examined the determinants of father-child contact in Germany, with a special 

emphasis on the role of legal child support. The investigation supported the findings of the 
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existing literature in a number of ways. Most importantly, we corroborated the results of earlier 

studies that found a strong social gradient in men’s post-separation behavior. We found that 

unemployed fathers were less likely to stay in touch with their children than employed fathers, 

and that university education had a positive effect on father-child contact. Prior research for 

Germany had shown that university education was strongly correlated with fathers’ 

involvement in nuclear families. For example, highly educated fathers were more prone to take 

parental leave and to spend time with their children than less educated fathers (Geisler & 

Kreyenfeld, 2018). In our study, we showed that this elevated level of involvement of fathers 

with tertiary education extended to post-separation behavior. While this evidence suggests that 

there was a social gradient in fathers’ behavior, it is important to underscore that we found no 

differences between fathers with vocational training and fathers without secondary education. 

While the least educated fathers did not behave very differently from the overall population, 

the progressive post-separation behavior of the university-educated fathers caused this group to 

stand out. 

A father’s partnership history and his current partnership status were found to be important 

predictors of his contact with his children. In line with previous research (Kiernan, 2006; 

Skevic, 2006), we found that a father who was not living with the mother when his child was 

born was less likely to stay in touch with the child after separation. We also found some, albeit 

insignificant, differences between fathers who were in a marital or a cohabiting union at the 

time of the first birth. Moreover, a father’s present partnership and family dynamics influenced 

the frequency of his contact with his children from previous unions. We found that being in a 

new marriage reduced the frequency of a father’s contact with his non-residing child. It 

therefore appears that men tend to shift their investments to the family members with whom 

they share a household at the expense of the children with whom they no longer live 

(Furstenberg & Cherlin, 1991; Tach et al., 2014). 
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Also in line with the results of prior research, especially for the US, we found that fathers who 

made child support payments had more frequent contact with their children than fathers who 

did not (Juby et al., 2007; Stewart, 1999). However, this bivariate correlation vanished after we 

controlled for the socio-demographic characteristics of the fathers. Fathers who were less 

resourceful struggled in general with maintaining frequent contact with their children after 

separation or divorce. Whether or not they paid child support did not seem to have an 

independent effect on father-child contact, though. 

The most social policy relevant result was a strong correlation between legal custody and father-

child contact that was stable to the control of major socioeconomic confounders. This positive 

association held regardless of the father’s marital status at childbirth: fathers with joint legal 

custody had a similarly high level of father-child contact across all union states at childbirth. In 

fact, frequency of contact was roughly the same for married fathers and for fathers who never 

lived with their first-born child, if they both had joint legal custody. In addition, joint legal 

custody seemed to counterbalance some of the adverse effects that the passage of time has on 

father-child relationships after parental separation. We found that fathers who had joint legal 

custody were more likely to continue to stay involved in the lives of their children as time 

elapsed, while other fathers tended to experience a strong decline in father-child contact over 

time. Having the legally approved right to take part in the decision-making on their children’s 

life may enhance non-resident fathers’ paternal identity, even when they never physically lived 

with their children. Joint legal custody may provide an institutional arrangement for separated 

parents to exercise their responsibility for the well-being of their children and thus be conducive 

to regular father-child contact. Our findings lend support to the hope of policy-makers that the 

“status of legal custodian encourages nonresident parents to take a more active role in 

childrearing” (Seltzer, 1998: 135). 
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There are some caveats that limit the interpretation and the generalizability of our results. Most 

importantly, causality has been difficult to establish in this investigation, as the causality might 

run both ways: having legal custody might encourage fathers to remain involved with their 

children, but involved fathers may self-select into having joint legal custody. We control for 

important socio-demographic confounders, such as education and employment. Furthermore, 

we exploit the fact that child custody is usually established at childbirth, and therefore tends to 

be fixed over time. 

There are also a few limitations that pertain to the German Family Panel. The sample includes 

respondents of relatively young birth cohorts. Even the oldest participants were, on average, 

only 45 years old at the last interview. Thus, the results of the analysis may not be generalizable 

to individuals who were older at the birth of their first child, and thus experienced separation 

later in the life course. Another shortcoming of our investigation is that we examined the topic 

from the male perspective only. A dyadic approach that factored in the view of the mother and 

the child would certainly generate different results (Kitterød & Lyngstad, 2014). This study 

also had to leave further questions unanswered. They concern the impact of the paternal 

involvement before separation and of the quality of the interparental relationship on father-child 

contact after separation. This information is available in the German Family Panel, but could 

not be exploited yet due to the still relatively short panel time. With the passage of time, the 

potential to thoroughly exploit fathers’ life course using data from the German Family Panel 

will grow.  
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