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Life with separated parents not only makes new demands on children, but also takes up a lot of their
time. A DJI study investigates, for the first time ever, how families in Germany succeed in mastering
daily life after a separation or divorce.

One Child, Two Homes

Commuting children: In 2009 the Deutsche Bahn’s escort service looked after 6229 children who were traveling alone.

Family Experiment

Michaela Schier and Anna Proske

More and more often children in Germany, as a result of a
separation or divorce, do not live together with both of their
parents in one household. This leads to children increasingly
living multilocally. They spend their time to a different extent
now at their mother’s, now at their father’s. How often and
with what timing they commute between their parents’
households is not yet known. However, some statistical data
permit an approximation of the number of children who might
be commuting. According to the German government’s
Seventh Family Report, almost one-fifth of all children in the
old and one-third in the new federal states experience a change
of the family setting and, with that, also with the separate
residences of their biological parents (BMFSFJ 2006). This
highly relevant and probably growing phenomenon is
presently being investigated by the Independent Schumpeter

research group “Multilocal Families” at the German Youth
Institute (Deutsches Jugendinstitut, DJI). The project group
concerns itself with the question as to how family life is
established and arranged when parents and their dependent
children live apart from each other after a separation or
divorce, or due to job mobility. The goal is to systematically
work out the new demands that are made on children, youth
and adults who conduct their lives on several locations. In this
way criteria and general conditions are to be identified, which
are of importance for the success of multilocal family
arrangements.

Legal and Normative Transformation
The legal and normative changes that have taken place over
the last decade support children’s multilocality. Since
Germany’s Children’s Law Reform Act in 1998, the law takes
as its starting point the continuation of joint custody after a
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Marcel, eleven years old, attends a high school in the north
of Munich. For four years he has been living alternately one
week at his mother’s, with her new partner and his guinea
pig, in the north of Munich; and one week at his father’s,
with his new wife and her daughter, who is likewise eleven
years old, in the south of Munich. He walks to school from
his mother’s, many of his friends live in the neighborhood.
In the weeks with his father he uses the bus and the subway
to get to school – often together with a friend from school,
who also travels from the south of Munich to the high
school in Schwabing.

separation or divorce. The lawmakers assume that the contact
with both parents best serves the child’s interests. At the same
time, a normative transformation of the concept of fatherhood
has taken place, from distanced to active father, which is
reflected, if not in the actions, than clearly in the attitudes of
the fathers (Grunow 2007).

Both developments have created a certain pressure on the
mothers and fathers to find day-to-day practical solutions for
practicing parenthood together, despite the different places of
residence. This affects the daily routine of the children.
Studies show that children whose parents share custody
commute more often between their parents than children for
whom only one parent has custody (BMFSFJ 2006). Even
when, following the separation, everyday life is marked by a
conflict-free relationship between the parents and a well-
organized flow, the children are confronted with specific
demands due to the new spatial situation in life.

Over and Over Again Goodbye: Children in Transit
In order to be able to live together with both parents, at least
alternately, after a separation, children have to first manage to
cover the distance between their places of residence more or
less regularly. For children and parents this means that they
have to develop a new everyday practical routine. The distance
between the parents’ places of residence plays a large role in
the frequency of the personal parent-child contact, as well as
in the perceived strain resulting from the mobility, as several
studies have shown (Jensen 2009; Smyth 2004; Schmitz
2000; Tazi-Preve et al. 2007). The nearer the parents live to
each other, all the more often do the children visit the other
parent.

In general, children value being allowed to contribute to the
decision as to when and for how long they will visit the other
parent. However, the greater the distance between the parents’
places of residence is, all the less influence do the children
usually have on the planning, and all the more stressful is the
commute for these girls and boys, who increasingly travel
alone with the bus, train or plane (Jensen 2009). In 2009, for
example, the Deutsche Bahn’s escort service “Kids on Tour”
looked after 6229 children who were traveling alone. Transfer-
ring or waiting for a train is a big accomplishment for them.
The situation becomes complex when the train is late or the
itinerary is changed at short notice (Jensen 2009).

Some children, though, also experience the commute as
something exciting that enlivens their everyday life; for many
it becomes routine over time (Smart et al. 2001). The journey,
though, always means a departure from one parent and an arri-
val at the other, whom they may not have seen for a long time.
Both moments are often described by children as awkward.
Frequent travel also means a daily routine of regularly packing
the suitcase, leaving beloved things behind, thinking carefully
so as not to forget anything that one needs at the other place,

being excited. On top of this, the trip can be strenuous and
demands time; time that is missing for playing or being with
friends.

Friends and Leisure Activities Have to Wait
Due to the parents’ separation, not only do the spatial but also
the temporal conditions of the shared time with their mother
and father change for the children. In most cases, following the
separation, the children spend more time with their mother,
whom they normally live with. Everyday and random contact
with the father drops off drastically. This is something that
many children especially regret (Hogan et al. 2003; Werneck
2004). When the separated parents live near each other,
sometimes the fathers try to continue to participate in the

everyday life of their children, for example by joining in dinner
at the ex-partner’s home a few times a week or by accompany-
ing the children to school everyday (Jurczyk et al. 2009).

When there are larger distances between the parents’ places
of residence, everyday contact with both parents is not
possible. Longer phases, in which the children are separated
from their fathers, often are only punctuated by very short
visits. It is not always easy to readjust themselves to each other
in this limited time together. For stays with the parent who
lives elsewhere, consultation and planning are required,
spontaneous visits are difficult. Visits that are short or limited
in number are not automatically more negatively experienced
than frequent contact. What is important for them is to have
the feeling that both parents are interested in having a close
relationship, and make an effort to accomplish this (Hogan et
al. 2003; Werneck 2004).

After a separation, children almost never experience time
together with both parents. On the whole, fewer parent-free
phases remain for them, because they (have to) share the
available time between their parents. Sometimes, therefore,
conflicts arise between parental interests to spend a few hours
with their children, and the children’s wishes for discretionary
time (Jensen 2009). During the times in which children live
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Family Experiment

with the out-of-town parent, they have to do without seeing
their friends or participating in organized leisure activities.
Participation in a football or handball team, for instance,
which involves regular training and weekend games, becomes
complicated.

In order, nevertheless, to stay in touch while they are apart,
parents and children often use communication media such as
the Internet, telephones and cell phones. To what extent such
“virtual visits” can replace face-to-face contact with the
parents, though, must be judged with skepticism (Werneck
2004), because the contact becomes different in character
through the technical intermediation. Especially younger
children find it difficult to satisfy their need for closeness over
the telephone or Skype. It is, after all, characteristic of
children’s needs that they arise spontaneously and have to
be responded to quickly (Jurczyk et al. 2009).

A Multifaceted, but Stressful Day-to-Day Life
Children who live multilocally are at home in two places: at
their mother’s and at their father’s. This means that they have
to, but also may, make two apartments, living and social
environments their own. In addition, they participate
alternately in two family routines, and contribute to these
routines. This presents a big challenge for children, but also
offers opportunities. In some cases the ways to school, to the
sport club or to friends, from different parts of the city and
with various means of transportation, have to be managed. In a
qualitative British study children tell of difficulties adjusting
themselves again and again to new rules, rituals and everyday
routines of the respective family. When the child-rearing styles
of the parents are very different, some children even speak of
the feeling of being two different people, according to which
parent they are staying with. Many experience it as very
stressful to be at home in two places. However, they wouldn’t
want to change their everyday arrangements, because the
contact with both parents is very important to them. A few,
though, only come to terms with this model because they
want to be “fair” to both parents. They neither want to hurt
anyone’s feelings, nor cause any conflict (Smart et al. 2001).

The older the children get, all the more often do they refuse
to commute regularly (Jensen 2009). When new partners and
siblings additionally appear, it can come to disputes or
competitive situations between the commuting and the non-
commuting children over room, objects and attention. On the
other hand, some children experience precisely these different
family environments as enriching. They use the parents’ diffe-
rent lifestyles and personalities for their own interests (Sieder
2008).

Taking Children Seriously As Multilocal Agents
The significance for growing children of multilocal family life,
as well as of the demands for mobility following a divorce or
separation, is still rarely taken into account by divorce research
in the German-speaking world. This research has been almost
blind to the everyday, practical needs that result from a
spatially separated family life, and has until now focused on
the psycho-social stresses and strains that result from the

parents’ separation. Given this, the question that is to be
pursued in the DJI study is how children experience and
specifically shape daily life in more than one place. Until now
it has mostly been assumed that the commute between as well
as the localization of children in two households affects their
development negatively. Only a few studies also point out the
positive aspects that can be linked to this situation in life
(Sieder 2008; Haugen 2010; Smart et al.  2001). In this regard,
taking children seriously as multilocal agents, and empirically
investigating their actual practice promises a significant gain
in knowledge for science, policy and praxis.

Dr. Michaela Schier is director of the Schumpeter research group
“Multilocal Families” at the German Youth Institute (Deutsches
Jugendinstitut, DJI), which is being financed for five years by the
Volkswagen Foundation. Anna Proske contributes to the project as a
research associate. In a first step, the project group will investigate, by
means of a secondary analysis of available data sets, the quantitative
distribution of the phenomenon of multilocal families and its
“geography”. Following this, two qualitative sub-studies will be at the
center of the research project. They will focus both on the parents
and on the children and youth, as well as their concrete action, in the
context of the multilocal family, following a divorce or separation or
because of the mobility demands of the working world.
Further information about current research is available online at
www.dji.de/multilokale_familie.
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