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Shared Custody: Financial Considerations
A.M. Morrow

When parents divorce, their marriage
ends, but their parental relationship
continues. Divorce is a reorganization of
the family. In this reorganization,
increasing numbers of parents set up
shared custody situations to insure that
the children spend sufficient time with
each parent to develop meaningful
relationships with both.

What is shared custody?
There are two aspects to child
custody: legal custody and physical
custody. The parent or parents with legal
custody have the right to make the
parental decisions about the child's
upbringing. Physical custody refers to
the parent or parents with whom the
child lives. In this dicussion of shared
custody, we assume that parents are
sharing both legal and physical custody.

Advantages of shared custody
The financial issues and decisions in
shared custody arrangements are no
more difficult, and may in fact be less
difficult, than when the children live
primarily with one parent. Some of the
advantages of shared custody from a
financial point of view are:
Shared custody results in a more
equitable division of the time and
effort of parenting.
When there is increased interaction
and communication between parents
there is increased opportunity to
resolve financial issues.
When each parent cares for the child
for significant periods of time, each
has an understanding of the costs of
child rearing.
The primary disadvantage to shared
custody from a financial point of view is
that when a child lives in two households, there is an increase in the overall
cost of caring for the child.
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Parenting time and effort

Shared custody and child support

All parents, married or single, spend
enormous amounts of time and energy
raising their children. Increasingly,
families need two incomes to provide
for their children. Parents struggle to
balance the time and energy needed for
family, personal, and employment
responsibilities.
When parents divorce and one parent
has primary custody of the children, the
custodial parent has all or most of the
work of parenting and the other parent
has little opportunity to be involved in
the life of the children.
When custody is shared, each parent
has significant periods of time with the
children and shares the joys and rewards
of parenthood as well as the cooking,
cleaning, disciplining, and caregiving.
Each parent also has significant periods
of time without children. Thus, both
parents have increased opportunity to
maintain an appropriate balance between
their work, family, and personal lives.

For child support purposes, shared
custody is defined as a situation where
parents have agreed in writing or by
court order that their child or children
live with one parent not more than 65
percent of the time and with the other
not less than 35 percent of the time. The
time is measured by the number of
overnight stays with each parent. Sixtyfive percent is 237 overnights; 35
percent is 128 overnights.
Sometimes a parent thinks that if the
children spend equal time with each
parent, all child support obligations have
been met and no further support
payments are necessary. Most often this
is not true. There will be a support

Children's expenses
When parents share custody, the total
cost of raising the children increases.
About half the money parents spend on
their children is for housing and
transportation. Housing costs increase,
since both parents incur the cost of
providing housing year-round in order to
have it available during the periods
when the children are in the home.
Likewise, transportation costs increase
as children travel between their two
homes.
When custody is shared, some costs
are duplicated. Items the child needs
daily either must be moved from house
to house, or purchased for both houses.
For young children, this may be strollers, play pens, and high chairs. For older
children, this may be computers, sports
equipment, and books.
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payment from one parent to the other
usually from the higher-income parent
to the lower-income parent.
The amount of child support is
determined using the Oregon Child
Support Guidelines. When figuring child
support, the total cost of caring for the
child is the basic child support* plus the
amount either or both parents have paid
for the child's health insurance, workrelated child care, and the child's
uninsured, recurring medical costs. This
*The amount of basic support, based on family
size and income, is included in the Oregon Child
Support Guidelines. The guidelines assume a
parent pays a portion of the basic support equal to
the portion of time the child spends with the
parent. If the parent cares for the child 40 percent
of the time, he or she has paid 40 percent of the
basic support. In reality, this may not be true. For
example, if the child is with one parent 40 percent
of the time, has that parent paid for 40 percent of
the child's clothing? The only way parents know
how much each is spending is if they keep and
share records of their child-related expenditures.

Alice Mills Morrow, Extension family
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total cost is divided between the parents
according to their respective incomes.
Each parent owes a part of the total cost
equal to his or her share of their combined incomes.

Example
Mother's income is $16,000 and
father's income is $22,000
Their combined income is $38,000
($16,000 + $22,000)
Mother's share of the combined
income is 42% ($16,000 +
$38,000)
Father's share of the combined
income is 58% ($22,000 +
$38,000)
Mother owes 42% of the total cost
of supporting the child; father
owes 58%.

Each parent contributes to the share
he or she owes by paying for workrelated child care and the child's
medical/dental insurance, and by
providing for the child during the
periods the child is living with him or
her. If the percentage of the total cost
each parent has contributed to the
child's support is the same as what the
parent owes, there will be no support
payment from one parent to the other.
However, if one parent has provided less
than what he or she owed, that parent
would make a support payment to the
other parent (who provided more than
what was owed). For example, if the
father owed 58 percent based on his
income and he has provided 40 percent
of the total cost, he would make a
payment to the mother.
For more information on child
support calculations, see the OSU
Extension publication An Oregon Guide
Part 2: Child Support Decisions When
Divorce Occurs, EC 1379 (ordering
instructions at right).

Other financial issues

Summary

Taxes. In any divorce where there are
minor children, a decision must be made
as to which parent will claim the child as
an income tax dependent. A child, even
in a shared custody situation, cannot be
claimed as a tax dependent by both
parents. The Internal Revenue Service
(IRS) rules say that the parent with
whom the child lives for the greater
portion of the year gets the dependency
exemption. If that parent releases his or
her claim to the exemption by completing IRS Form 8332, the other parent
may then claim the exemption.
In shared custody situations, parents
need to determine which parent gets the
income tax exemption. Does the
exemption go to the parent for whom it
has the greatest benefit? Does one parent
claim the child one year and the other
parent the next? If there are two children, does each claim one child?
Automobile Insurance. All parents of
teenage drivers should review their
automobile insurance. The insurer needs
to know which family members drive
the car. When parents are divorced,
often the child drives both mother's car
and father's car. Parents should talk with
their insurance agents and explore
alternatives before the child starts
driving.
Medical and Dental Expenses. The
Oregon Child Support Guidelines take
into account health insurance costs and
uninsured, recurring health expenses. In
addition, there may be future
nonroutine, uninsured expenses such as
orthodontia or counseling. Discuss how
these expenses will be divided between
the parents. One method is to have each
parent pay a share equal to his or her
share of their combined incomes.
Post High School Education.
Education beyond high school is
important and expensive. Advanced
planning helps parents prepare for their
children's education expenses. Children
need to know they have parental support
and encouragement for their education.

Shared custody has benefits for both
children and parents. It does require of
the parents work, sacrifice, and maturity.
All families with children face difficult
financial choices. Divorced parents
experience additional financial pressures. Just as parents need to work at
developing systems and procedures for
parenting, they need to spend time and
effort to develop systems and procedures for sharing financial decisionmaking related to the children.

For further reading
An Oregon Guide Part 2: Child Support
Decisions When Divorce Occurs, EC
1379, by Alice Mills Morrow
(Oregon State University, Corvallis,
1995). $1.50
Shared Custody: Increasing Benefits
and Reducing Strains, EC 1443, by
Sue Doescher and Jan Hare (Oregon
State University, Corvallis, 1994).
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publication, send the amount shown to:
Publications Orders
Agricultural Communications
Oregon State University
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(503) 737-2513
Fax: (503) 737-0817

You may order up to six no-charge
publications without charge. If you
request seven or more no-charge
publications, include 25 cents for each
publication beyond six.
We offer discounts on orders of 100
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call for price quotes.
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