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DearCommittee, ,~

This letteris abriefsubmissionto theCommittee’sChild CustodyArrangements
Inquiry. I write this submissionasaresearcherin theareaofsocialpolicy andthe
family, includinglong-termexperienceasasocialworker,workingprofessionally
with families in theareasof custodyarrangements.Becauseoftheshortnessofthe
submissiontime, I restrainmy commentsto question(a)(i).

(a)giventhatthebestinterestsofthechild are theparamountconsideration:

(i) whatotherfactorsshouldbe takeninto accountin decidingtherespectivetimeeachparentshould
spendwith theirchildrenpostseparation,in particularwhetherthereshouldbeapresumptionthat
childrenwill spendequaltimewith eachparentand, (fso, in whatcircumstancessuchapresumption
couldberebutted;

Strongresearchevidenceconfirmsthevalueto achild ofongoingparentingfromboth
parentspostseparation.Thechild-benefitsofparentingasajoint exercisebetweenthe
separatedparentsandfor thechild to spendsignificanttimewith eachparentona
regularbasisastheygrowthroughtheirchildhoodinto adolescenceis notcontested.
However,aconceptualjump from an aimofencouragingseparatedparentsto work
outequitable,child focused,parentingarrangementsto astandardpresumptionof
equaltime parentingthat requiresrebuttalto varyis, in myprofessionalview,
exceedinglyhasty,exceedinglypremature,andpotentiallydamagingto thewelfareof
thechildrenofseparatedparents.

My majorinitial concernis thecurrentlackofempiricalevidenceto supporta
presumptionofequalparentingtime,post-separation,asin thebestinterestsofthe
child. To date,thereis liftlè,if any, rigorousAustralianempiricalresearchto suggest
thatthis typeofpost-separationparentingis aworkableoptionfor amajorityof
parentsorthattheoutcomeofequalparentingtimearrangementsareconsistently
betterfor childrenthanthosewherethereis aprimarycarer.Are equalparentingtime
arrangementsanunmitigatedgoodfor thechildrenofseparatedparents?This
questionis not to suggestthattheyarenot, but to highlight thelackofgooddatato
supporttheaffinnativecase.

Indeed,thereis little researchonhowjoint parentingoperateswithin thetwo-parent
family (apartfrom family timeusesurveys)andno datathatI haveseento suggest
thatequaltime parentingis anythingcloseto arealityin existingtwo-parentfamilies.
Giventhis lackofresearchandharddataI questionthedecisionto proceedto a
formal contemplationofsucharadicalchangein socialpolicy. While theconceptofa
presumptionequalparentingtimemayhavenoblemotives,beforeanymajorsocial



policy change,broad-based,rigorousandgeneralisableresearchneedsto be
undertaken.Justsomeofthemanyquestionsthat needto be comprehensively
addressedinclude:

What is theimpacton andfor childrenofcurrentequalparentingtime/post
separationarrangements(EPT/PSA)?

o Whatis a successful(EPT/PSA)?
o How long do sucharrangementsneedto lastto be considered

successful?
o Whatis theimpactdo shorttermorunsuccessfulEPT/PSAhaveon

children?
• What is thelonger-termcurrentsuccessrateofEPT/PSA?
• How longdo currentEPT/PSAtendto stayin place?
• What factorsareimportantin EPT/PSAceasing?
• What,if any, arethevariablesin commonfoundin successfulEPT/PSA?
• What arethemajorperceivedbenefitsassociatedwith sucharrangements?

o Fromthechild’s perspective
o From theeachparents’perspective

What arethemajorperceivednegativesassociatedwith sucharrangements?
o Fromthechild’s perspective
o Fromtheeachparents’perspective

• WhatpercentageofEPT/PSAcantruly beclassifiedasreallyequalparenting?
Whennot completelyequalis thereatrendin whichparentis moreresponsible?

• Is thevalue/benefitofEPT/PSAequallyvalid throughoutchildhood,orarethere
child ageswheretheyareparticularlymorebeneficialor lessbeneficial?

• What doestheresearchfrom othercountriesindicateaboutthepositivesor
negativesofEP/PSA?

Thereareamultitudeofotherquestionsthatshould,andmust,be addressedon this
topic longbeforeanyactualpolicy changeis contemplated.With thestakesashigh as
theyarefor the childrenof separatedAustralianfamilies,theuseofanuntestedideal
asthebasisfor suchadramaticoverhaulofsocialpolicy appearsreckless.Childrenof
separatedparentscannotcomprisetherawdatafor asocialexperiment.

Yoursfaithfully

MaggieWalter
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