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(BF&EH HEFERX]
The Major Policy Issues Facing Stepfamilies in Japan

Questions are raised by Shinji Nozawa and the Stepfamily Association of Japan (SAJ) and answered by
Lawrence Ganong and Marilyn Coleman.

1. Should and could we introduce a new legal system which allows divorced and re-partnered parents to
enjoy joint-custody and co-parenting of their children? What are the obstacles to prevent it?

In the United States, joint legal and physical custody is a preference in many, if not most, of the 50
individual states. This means that unless one parent provides adequate justification for only one parent
to have the sole legal rights to make childrearing decisions and/or to have sole physical custody of the
child, judges will award joint or shared custody to both parents.

Shared legal custody means that both are given the rights and responsibilities to make decisions about
education, health, and other areas of children’s lives. Shared physical custody means that a child will
spend some time as a resident of both parents’ households, although this time does not have to be split
evenly. The parents’ rights and responsibilities are written in a Parenting Plan (PP), and the judge
approves or modifies the plan when divorce is granted. The PP may be modified legally if the couple
returns to court.

These custody laws mean that there is a preference legally in the US for divorced parents to coparent
their children. This preference came about over the last three decades. The stimulus for change came
from: (1) Father’s Rights organizations, who advocated for more rights for fathers after divorce, (2)
feminists, who advocated for a gender-neutral stance toward parenting by the legal system, (3) therapists
and social workers, who contended that children grieved at the loss of contact and involvement with
fathers post-divorce, (4) attorneys who wanted to reduce conflicts between parents over custody issues,
believing that such conflicts were harmful to all family members, and (5) family scientists and other
social scientists, whose research suggested that parents and children benefited from coparenting after
divorce.

Opponents to these laws were: (1) women’s rights advocates, particularly those who were concerned
about victims of domestic violence being forced to coparent with their abuser, and (2) some attorneys,
who were concerned about the effects of joint/shared custody on their practices.

We are not sure if these same advocates and opponents would line up in Japan, but they might. In our
view, the concern about requiring mothers and fathers to continue to coparent with an abusive former
spouse is a serious issue. The US has tried to do a few things to increase the safety of coparenting, but
these measures have not always been effective.

2. Under the new legal system which allows joint-custody and co-parenting, what new social services
are needed to help stepfamily members practice meaningful co-parenting? Which agencies, among the
national government, local governments, family courts, NPOs such as SAJ, should do what? For
example, who should provide family life education for separating and/or remarrying parents?

In the US, changes in custody laws were accompanied by the growth of divorce and family mediators
and an increase in parent education programs for separated and divorced parents. Professional
organizations devoted to helping divorced parents were created, as were professional academic journals
designed to share research and practice ideas. Advocacy groups continued to advocate for these changes
(state by state legal changes take longer in the US than changes in Japan would).

In the US, family courts operate at the county [local], state, and less often, national levels. Starting

about 25 years ago, local and state courts began to institute laws requiring divorcing parents to attend
parent education programs designed to teach them about coparenting after divorce. For instance, in our
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state, local family courts mandate a parent education course before a divorce is granted, and small
county courts encourage these programs. Most couples who divorce in the US must attend such
programs. These family life/parent education programs are taught by a variety of people. We advocate
for instructors to be trained in the dynamics of divorce and post-divorce family life.

Our faculty created such a program in 1995, and we now have an online version, which may be found at
focusonkids.missouri.edu. There are many of these in existence now. They are of varying quality.

There are professional standards for family mediators, and criteria for certification and licensure. Thus
far, there is not a similar set of training standards for divorce parent educators. NCFR certifies family
life educators, but these are general educators and not necessarily experts on divorce and remarriage.

3. If we introduce a new family law to allow joint custody in Japan, what related legal modifications are
needed to implement the new system? For example, the new family law should provide the way and
conditions of adoption in a stepchild-stepparent relationship, and the things stepparents can and cannot
do in parenting their stepchildren. (Under the status quo in Japan, a stepparent tends to be regarded as
a new and replaced father or mother to stepchildren and it is legally easy for them to adopt their
partners’ children as long as the partner has the custody.)

We think there are substantive differences in our countries in custody and adoption:

Adoption is harder in the US than in Japan. Nonresidential parents have no authority or financial
obligations after stepparent adoption, nor can they ever gain those responsibilities. Here is how
stepparent adoption works in the USA.

Stepparents are “legal strangers” to stepchildren. Stepparents are not part of parental custody decisions,
and stepparents typically are not eligible for shared custody of children, either after remarriage or after
re-divorce. Married stepparents have no parental rights and few parental responsibilities. Even if a
stepparent assumes the duties of a parent after remarriage, if that remarriage ends via death of the parent
or divorce, stepparents have no legal rights to maintain relationships with stepchildren. This legal
situation existed before shared legal and physical custody existed, and it is the law now, years after
shared custody was created.

Stepparent adoption is not easy, but it is fairly common in the US, even after shared custody laws
became popular. For a stepparent to adopt in the US, one of the biological parents must give up their
parental rights or a court must terminate these rights. Consequently, this is not done easily, and it is not
done when nonresidential parents want to be involved in children’s lives as coparents. Most of the
approximately 200,000 stepparent adoptions annually in the US are in families in which the
nonresidential parent has disappeared from the lives of their children. When nonresidential parents
remain in contact, stepparent adoption does not take place.

One of the dilemmas for US stepparents is that stepparents are not generally considered as replacement
parents for nonresidential parents. Instead, stepparents are “third parents,” secondary parents, friends, or
something else. Defining their role is a problem for some stepfamilies. For others, the stepparents and
parents work out comfortable roles for everyone, and this benefits everyone in the family.

So, in the US, divorced parent shared custody and stepparent adoption are not as related as you might
think.

We wonder if shared custody between divorced parents might lower the stepparent adoption rate in
Japan, since stepparents in Japan would not so clearly be “replacement” parents, but “additional
parent-figures.” What effect would that have on Japanese stepfamilies? We are curious, what do
grandparents think about their grandchildren being adopted by a stepparent?

4. Should judges, lawyers, investigators, and mediators of family courts in Japan change their attitudes
on post-divorced families and stepfamilies? There seem to be tendencies among them to emphasize the
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family unit of custodial and residential parent’s household, and to underestimate the value of
non-custodial parent-child relationships. This possibly reflects their insufficient attention to the best
interest of children who go through their parents’ separation and remarriage. What can be done with
this?

The shift from stepparents as replacements to stepparents as additional parent-figures is a large change.
We don’t know, of course, but we imagine that legal changes to custody and stepparent adoption will not
occur in Japan unless or until a significant portion of these professionals, and the public, change how
they see custody. We would ask you, what would have to happen for this to occur?

Attitudes change slowly. Stereotyping studies indicate that college students in the US now have more
positive attitudes about stepfamilies than in past decades. This is perhaps due to their increased exposure
to functional stepfamilies, either their own or a friend’s. Public media (e.g., films, TV shows) have been
somewhat slow to portray stepfamilies, stepparents, and stepchildren in positive ways, although there
are some exceptions to this (the US TV series, Modern Family, depicts an extended family with
step-relationships).

We think it is difficult for people to think complexly about families, particularly stepfamilies. The
“two-parent family” model is easier to consider and reinforce with public policies than to the model of
two biological parents AND stepparents (not choosing either biological parent OR a stepparent). In our
culture, public attitudes change first, and then laws change to more closely resemble public opinion. If
Japan is similar, than a focus on how stepfamilies are seen is important if the goal is to change laws and
public policies.

In the US, legal attention and social policy has been focused on the “best interests of the child” above
everything else. Stepparents have been largely forgotten and continue to be. Nonresidential parents were
relatively ignored in the US, but the “best interests” doctrine made them relevant because contact with
them was seen to benefit children. Japan seems to have focused more on the household/family unit — is
that a correct interpretation?

We wonder what Japanese stepchildren think about the current policies — do they mind giving up
connections to their nonresidential parents? How do they feel about being adopted? What about
nonresidential parents and their parents (grandparents of the stepchildren) — what do they think about
current policies and practices?

5. Even under the present (post-divorced) sole-custody system in Japan, what new changes could be
made in social institutions and social services for the implementation of non-custodial parents’
commitment in parenting their children, such as paying child support and having regular visitation, in a
more or less meaningful and satisfying way for children, custodial parents, non-custodial parents, and
stepparents? In particular, what new social devices are needed to put the children first?

Regular visitation would help nonresidential parents and children maintain ties. In the US, regular
contact between nonresidential parents and children is associated with regularity of child support
payments and how compliant parents are at meeting child support obligations. This may be true in Japan
as well.

6. Generally speaking, Japanese people have not been familiar with a social setting in which family
professionals such as family therapists and social workers or members of self-help organizations such
as the SAJ intervene and support their family life from outside. Should we change the situation
remarkably? If so, how could we weave effective social support measures for unconventional families
such as families with post-divorced and re-partnered parenting and families with sexual minorities into
the changes to be proposed?

7. In psychologists’ and therapists’ clinical practices in Japan, how is the knowledge on stepfamily
dynamics institutionalized and utilized? We observe that little attention has been payed to stepfamilies
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by Japanese clinicians. How could the information on the uniqueness in stepfamily dynamics be
implanted into their expertise?

8. Similarly, it seems that more social workers need to learn more about stepfamily dynamics. What can
social workers as well as other family and child specialists in child welfare institutions do to support
better children and adult members of stepfamilies? For example, professionals in Residential Care
Institutions for Children and local governments’ Child and Family Support Centers (supporting
parenting and preventing child abuse) as well as stuff members of NPOs in similar areas in Japan seem
to be in need of more knowledge on stepfamily dynamics and opportunities for education.

9. What kind of measures should be taken to promote the awareness and understanding of stepfamily
dynamics among teachers in nursery schools (daycare centers), kindergartens, and primary and
secondary schools as well as school counselors in these schools in Japan? How should these institutions
in child-care and education improve their systems and routines to provide better circumstances for
children and parents (and stepparents) of a wide variety of families including stepfamilies?

Yes, we think this situation should be changed for the good of Japanese stepfamilies!

Education. We obviously know little about the professional academic training of psychologists,
sociologists, social workers, teachers, and other professionals in Japan, but we speculate that there is
little formal training about stepfamilies and their unique properties. When we started our work in the US,
this was the case. Stepfamilies, although they existed in fairly large numbers, were “invisible” in the
academy — students from various disciplines learned about families in general, but not about
stepfamilies. Gradually, this has changed in the US, partly because a few stepfamily scholars
consistently wrote about and talked about the need for family therapists, school teachers, and educators
in general to understand stepfamily functioning.

Workshops and webinars. SAJ, Prof. Nozawa, and others could prepare and deliver workshops for
professionals who work with and teach about families. In the US, SAA has sponsored trainings like this
for counselors and therapists (and stepfamily members), and other experts on stepfamilies have done the
same.

Articles in professional journals and popular media. Prof. Nozawa and other Japanese scholars could
write journal articles that their colleagues read. Leaders in SAJ and stepfamily experts could write
Op-Ed pieces for newspapers and magazine, start blogging, or create a social media campaign
(Facebook, twitter, Instagram, Reddit, etc.) to share information about stepfamilies. For example, in the
US we have annual holidays that we call Mother’s Day (in May) and Father’s Day (in June). We wrote a
newspaper article for Father’s Day one year for a New York City paper that advocated for including
stepfathers in this celebration. In it we shared information about the prevalence of stepfathers, but our
primary goal was simply to raise awareness. To achieve this goal, we always agree to speak to
journalists about stepfamily issues.

Radio and TV are other media in which stepfamily information can be disseminated.

We have articles we have written that we would be happy to share with you so that you can translate
them into Japanese or adapt them to fit your culture (e.g., “What teachers need to know about
stepfamilies™).

Books. We think literature can help teachers normalize stepfamilies, so we search for children’s books
and novels for adolescents and adults that portray stepparents and stepchildren and stepfamilies in ways
that are positive and informative. These should be in school libraries, on course reading lists, and made
available to students whether they live in stepfamilies or not.

Advocacy. Small things are important. For instance, school forms that allow space for all parents and
stepparents to sign or be acknowledged may be a small, but significant, way that schools recognize that
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some children have multiple parents. In the US, some of these small changes have resulted from
advocacy work on the part of stepfamily members and their supporters.

10. How can the Japanese mass media, such as TV stations, newspapers, books and magazines,
contribute to bring about better understanding of stepfamily dynamics among children and adult
members of stepfamilies and the above mentioned various professionals working with them? What are
typical descriptions of stepfamily life found in mass media? What are good media strategies to change
the stepfamily images in the Japanese society toward more realistic understanding of stepfamily
dynamics? What are potential barriers to prevent the media from taking these strategies?

11. What should the SAJ and the Japanese stepfamily researchers do next?

These are great questions. Some of them would be wonderful research projects. Do those studies, and
disseminate the findings widely.

We suspect there is a lack of awareness about stepfamilies, and therefore a lack of interest in them,
among members of the media in Japan. If this is the case, first you have to get their attention. Send them
stories, be available for interviews, offer to write pieces for their publications, and offer to be
interviewed for their shows. Develop “white papers” to send to media and ask them to publish them.
When journalists need quick information, be responsive to them so that they see you or SAJ as a
resource.
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Questions to Dr. Jan Pryor and Her Answers

Shinji: In the meeting last Sunday, some of the symposium presenters and discussants as well as a translator shared
your slides (the Japanese version translated by me) and we all got impressed by its contents and organisation. They
are really educating and there are some points which we got particularly interested in and raised some related
questions below. I hope that these questions and comments below will help you prepare your talk. I would
appreciate it, if you reply to me regarding some of the questions in advance.

QI. The table in the page 4 is interesting. What kind of data is this table is based on? Is there any source for this
comparison? Does ‘Japanese’ in this table, for example, stand for Japanese in Japan, or in the US or New Zealand?
Can the European people either in New Zealand or any other places such as the US be located in this table as well?
If so, how? Or are they just a reference point for comparison and hidden?

Jan: The table is not based on straight data. Rather it is based on what I could glean from reading. The information
on japan comes from your writing, Shinji. I am very happy to be corrected on it! Western/European culture is an
implicit comparison point, given that most research is in the US and other English speaking countries. Information
about Namibia and New Zealand Maori is based on only one study each. Overall the table is really just for
discussion and comparison.

Q2. When you talk about ‘benefits’ in page 11, giving concrete criteria or measures for the ‘benefits’ would be
helpful for us to understand better.

Jan: ‘Benefits’ is a summary term for social and emotional outcomes, behavioural problems, educational
achievement. Do you want me to go back to studies and find the specific measures?

03. The Special Guardian in New Zealand sounds very interesting. Is this system utilized well among stepfamilies

in New Zealand? How positively is it evaluated among them? What is the difference between a Special Guardian
and a adopted stepparent in their rights and duties for children?
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Jan: We have no data on how often ‘special guardian’ is used — the law professor I talked to thinks it is not often.
The status of special guardian stops when the child is eighteen years old, whereas adoption is full parenthood that
cancels the parenting status of biological parents. Special guardianship is unlikely to do that. We have no idea how
stepfamilies feel about it!

Jan (additional answer): 1 have asked professor Aitken about the issue of special guardianship and he said the
following: The special guardianship rules have been enacted as part of the Children, Young Persons, and Their
Families Act 1989 (they were originally included in the vulnerable children bill) but are not yet in force. So, we
have no history of their usage yet.

It is likely that it will be used very rarely for stepfamilies, so I will amend the slide to convey that.

Q4. You talk about ‘usual adoption’ in page 12. Is there only one adoption system in New Zealand? Is there any
other adoption style in addition to this usual adoption? In usual adoption of a child by his/her stepparent in New
Zealand, you need an agreement from the other biological parent. Right? In ‘ordinary adoption’ between custodial
parent's child and spouse in Japan, no consent from the other non-custodial biological parent is necessary. In
Japanese family law, there is no choice for divorced parents to have joint custody, and one of the parents has to lose
the custody and custodial parent's new partner can easily gain the custody. This legal situation in Japan may be one
of the main issues to be discussed at the symposium.

Jan: Yes, there is only one adoption system in New Zealand. And yes, you need agreement from the other parent
unless that parent is dead or has ceased contact with the child and can’t be found.

Q5. When you write “Symbolic meaning (emotional legitimacy)” in page 13, you mean to argue that it is difficult to
measure the emotional quality of step-relationships, so it is also difficult to legitimise the relationships. Am I right?
This part is rather difficult for me to translate into Japanese.

Jan: By ‘symbolic meaning’ I mean that the legalising of the relationship gives the child a sense of the legitimacy
or rightness of it. Even though in New Zealand especially many families do not have married parents, the legal
aspect of adoption (or other forms of legitimising by the law) can give children a sense that the stepparent is

committed to them and that this commitment is recognised formally.

I hope this helps!
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Comment 1: A Clinical Psychologist’s View
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