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FOREWORD
HER EXCELLENCY PRESIDENT EMERITUS 
MARIE LOUISE COLEIRO PRECA

This qualitative research study on stepfamilies in Malta explores the lived experiences 
of individuals navigating the unique dynamics of blended family life. It sheds light on the 
resilience, adaptability and strength of these families, while offering insights into the emotional, 
relational and structural factors that contribute to their wellbeing.

The study would not have been possible without the visionary support of the Malta Foundation 
for the Wellbeing of Society, whose initiative served as the catalyst for this important work. In 
collaboration with the University of Malta, the Foundation brought together a dedicated research 
team to give voice to stepfamilies and highlight their challenges, strengths, and aspirations. We 
gratefully acknowledge the invaluable guidance and contributions of Prof Angela Abela, Prof 
Suzanne Piscopo, Prof Sue Vella and Ms Allison Zammit Said, whose expertise and commitment 
shaped the direction and depth of this study.

The findings offer a compelling narrative of family resilience, of how individuals come together 
to co-parent, forge meaningful step-relationships, manage daily life, and draw strength from 
both internal and external support systems. Importantly, the study outlines a set of policy 
recommendations aimed at recognising and supporting blended families more effectively 
within the Maltese social and legal landscape.

This initiative has also positioned Malta at the forefront of international collaboration in this 
field. At the 1st International Conference on Strong Blended Families held in February 2025, 
Malta’s proposal to establish an International Network on Blended Families was formally 
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endorsed. This network is envisioned as a global platform for ongoing research, professional 
exchange and cross-border support, further amplifying the impact of this study beyond 
national boundaries.

We hope this research will serve as a foundation for informed policymaking and further 
academic inquiry, and that it will contribute meaningfully to the ongoing effort to build strong, 
inclusive families in Malta and beyond.

July 2025
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1Executive Summary


EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
This report presents the findings of a qualitative study on blended families in Malta, undertaken 
to explore how family members experience and demonstrate resilience while navigating 
complex family dynamics. The study builds on earlier national research and seeks to address 
significant gaps in the understanding of stepfamily functioning by including the perspectives 
of multiple family members—mothers, their new partners (stepfathers), stepchildren, and 
biological fathers where possible.

The overarching research question for this study was “How does resilience manifest itself 
in the stories told to us by each different member of our respondent families?” The study 
focused specifically on blended families who self‑identified as “doing well”, moving beyond 
deficit‑based perspectives to examine positive adaptation, shared strengths, and effective 
coping strategies. Guided by systemic theory, family resilience theory, and attachment theory, 
the study employed in‑depth narrative interviews with 26 participants from seven blended 
families. In each blended family, we interviewed the mother and her partner as well as the 
mother’s child and the couple’s child; where consent was given, the biological father was 
interviewed too.

KEY FINDINGS

·	 Family Resilience: Families demonstrated the ability to make meaning out of adversity, 
maintain a hopeful outlook, and nurture strong emotional bonds. Open emotional 
sharing, empathy, and therapeutic support were key factors in managing relational 
challenges. The commitment to make it work, as well as the ability to (re)connect and to 
repair grievances also underpinned these families’ resilience.

·	 Parenting and Co‑Parenting: Mothers and new partners worked collaboratively to meet 
the needs of all children in the household, while navigating complex relationships with 
biological fathers. The importance of co‑parenting without hostility was highlighted by 
both parents and children.

·	 Stepchild–Stepparent Relationships: Acceptance and closeness between stepparents 
and stepchildren grew over time, especially when stepparents prioritised connection and 
emotional support over discipline in the early stages of family life.

·	 Daily Routines and Financial Management: Families employed diverse and creative 
strategies for household management, budgeting, and time‑sharing. Fairness in treating 
biological and stepchildren equally was a clear priority across households.
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·	 Support Systems: Extended family networks played a vital role in providing emotional 
and practical support. In most cases, acceptance from relatives bolstered the couple’s 
confidence and family integration.

POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

1. 	 Establishment of a National Centre for Blended Families
The Centre should provide:
·	 Evidence‑based preparatory and support programmes
·	 Family resource management guidance
·	 Specialist therapeutic services
·	 Professional training for social and legal practitioners
·	 Peer support and volunteering opportunities

2. 	 Policy and Legislative Reform
A comprehensive policy review is needed to address:
·	 Legal rights and recognition of stepparents
·	 Maintenance obligations and benefit eligibility
·	 Inheritance planning and guardianship issues
·	 Support for parenting agreements in blended families

3. 	 Inclusion in Official Statistics
Blended families should be recognised in national data collection to inform better‑targeted 
policies.

4. 	 International Collaboration
Malta’s initiative to establish an “International Network on Blended Families” was endorsed at 
the 1st International Conference on Strong Blended Families in February 2025. This network will 
serve as a platform for research, collaboration, and support across borders.

CONCLUSION

The study affirms that blended families can develop strong, nurturing, and resilient relationships. 
Recognising their unique experiences is essential for shaping inclusive and forward‑looking 
family policy. These findings present both a call to action and a foundation for designing 
interventions that acknowledge and support the evolving nature of family life in Malta and 
beyond.
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SOMMARJU EŻEKUTTIV
Dan ir‑rapport jippreżenta r‑riżultati ta’ studju kwalitattiv dwar il‑familji mħallta f’Malta. L‑istudju 
twettaq sabiex jesplora kif il‑membri ta’ familja mħallta jesperjenzaw u juru r‑reżiljenza waqt 
li jinnavigaw  il‑proċessi  kumplessi  fil‑familja. Huwa jibni fuq riċerka nazzjonali preċedenti u 
jindirizza n‑nuqqas kbir fl‑għarfien dwar kif jaħdmu l‑familji mħallta billi jinkludi l‑perspettivi 
ta’ diversi membri tal‑familja.

Il‑mistoqsija ewlenija tar‑riċerka kienet: “Kif u fejn naraw ir‑reżiljenza fl‑istejjer li qalulna kull 
membru differenti tal‑familji li intervistajna?” Infatti, l‑istudju involva speċifikament familji 
mħallta li qalu li “sejrin tajjeb”. L‑istudju ma ħarisx lejn kif mexjin il‑familji mħallta meta 
mqabblin ma’ familji mhux mħallta; anzi, minflok, eżamina il‑karatteristiċi ta’ adattament 
pożittiv, is‑saħħa konġunta tal‑membri, u l‑istrateġiji effettivi li jużaw il‑membri biex jiffaċċjaw 
l‑isfidi. L‑istudju kellu bħala qafas it‑teorija sistemika, it‑teorija tar‑reżiljenza fil‑familja, u 
t‑teorija ta’ ‘attachment’, u kien ibbażat fuq intervisti fil‑fond ma’ 26 parteċipant minn seba’ 
familji mħallta. F’kull familja mħallta ġew intervistati l‑omm u l‑partner tagħha (stepfather) 
u t‑tifel/tifla tal‑omm minn relazzjoni preċedenti (stepchild). Fejn kien hemm kunsens, ġie 
intervistat ukoll il‑missier bijoloġiku tat‑tifel/tifla tal‑omm.

RIŻULTATI EWLENIN

·	 Reżiljenza tal‑Familja: Il‑familji wrew il‑ħila li jiflu u jirrisolvu d‑diffikultajiet, li jħarsu ’l 
quddiem b’tama, u li jrawmu rabtiet emozzjonali b’saħħithom. L‑abiltà li jiftħu qalbhom u 
jaqsmu l‑emozzjonijiet tagħhom ma’ oħrajn, il‑wiri tal‑empatija, u r‑rikors għas‑sapport 
terapewtiku fejn kien hemm bżonn kienu fatturi kruċjali fl‑immaniġġjar tal‑isfidi 
fir‑relazzjoni tagħhom. L‑impenn biex kollox jimxi sew, kif ukoll il‑kapaċità li jerġgħu 
jingħaqdu u jfejqu l‑ġrieħi, kienu elementi bażiċi tar‑reżiljenza ta’ dawn il‑familji.

·	 Ix‑Xogħol ta’ Ġenitur u l‑Ħidma Flimkien tal‑Ġenituri (Co‑parenting): L‑ommijiet u 
l‑partners il‑ġodda kienu jaħdmu flimkien biex jissodisfaw il‑bżonnijiet tat‑tfal kollha 
fid‑dar, waqt li jinnavigaw relazzjonijiet kumplessi mal‑missirijiet bijoloġiċi. L‑importanza 
li l‑ġenituri kollha jaħdmu id f’id mingħajr ostilità kienet enfasizzata kemm mill‑ġenituri 
kif ukoll mit‑tfal.

·	 Relazzjonijiet bejn is‑Stepchild u s‑Stepparent: Biż‑żmien is‑stepchild u s‑stepparent 
bdew jaċċettaw u joqorbu iktar lejn xulxin. Dan ġara speċjalment meta s‑stepparent 
ta prijorità li tinbena relazzjoni soda, u ta prijorità lill‑appoġġ emozzjonali aktar milli 
lid‑dixxiplina fl‑istadji bikrin tal‑ħajja tal‑familja l‑ġdida.

·	 Rutini ta’ Kuljum u Ġestjoni Finanzjarja: Il‑familji użaw diversi strateġiji u strateġiji kreattivi 
għat‑tmexxija u kura tad‑dar, l‑ippjanar tal‑baġit u t‑tqassim tal‑ħin. Kienet ukoll prijorità 
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ċara fil‑familji li t‑tfal kollha, kemm bijoloġici u kemm stepchildren, jiġu ttrattati bl‑istess 
mod.

·	 Sistemi ta’ Sapport: In‑netwerks tal‑familja estiża kellhom irwol importanti ħafna 
fis‑sapport emozzjonali u prattiku. Fil‑maġġoranza tal‑każijiet, meta l‑qraba aċċettaw 
is‑sitwazzjoni u lill‑membri tal‑familja mħallta, din saħħet il‑kunfidenza tal‑koppja u 
l‑għaqda fil‑familja.

RAKKOMANDAZZJONIJIET GĦALL‑POLITIKA

1. 	 Twaqqif ta’ Ċentru Nazzjonali għall‑Familji Mħallta
Dan iċ‑Ċentru għandu jipprovdi:
·	 Programmi ta’ preparazzjoni u sapport ibbażati fuq l‑evidenza
·	 Gwida dwar il‑ġestjoni tar‑riżorsi tal‑familja
·	 Servizzi terapewtiċi speċjalizzati
·	 Taħriġ professjonali għal ħaddiema fis‑settur soċjali u legali
·	 Peer support u opportunitajiet għall‑volontarjat.

2. 	 Riforma Politika u Leġiżlattiva
Tinħtieġ reviżjoni komprensiva tal‑politiki sabiex jindirizzaw:
·	 Drittijiet u rikonoxximent legali tas‑stepparents
·	 Obbligi ta’ manteniment u eliġibbiltà għall‑benefiċċji
·	 Pjanar tal‑wirt u kwistjonijiet ta’ kustodja
·	 Sapport rigward ftehim dwar l‑irwol tal‑ġenituri fil‑familji mħallta

3. 	 Inklużjoni fl‑Istatistika Uffiċjali
Il‑familji mħallta għandhom jiġu rikonoxxuti fil‑ġbir tad‑dejta nazzjonali sabiex titfassal politika 
mibnija fuq il‑fatti u iktar immirata lejn ir‑rejaltajiet ta’ dawn il‑familji.

4. 	 Kollaborazzjoni Internazzjonali
L‑inizjattiva ta’ Malta biex jitwaqqaf ‘International Network on Blended Families’ ġiet approvata 
waqt l‑ewwel Konferenza Internazzjonali dwar Familji Mħallta B’Saħħithom fi Frar 2025. Dan 
in‑netwerk ser iservi bħala pjattaforma għar‑riċerka, il‑kollaborazzjoni u s‑sapport bejn 
il‑pajjiżi.

KONKLUŻJONI

Dan l‑istudju huwa xhieda ta’ kif il‑familji mħallta jistgħu jkunu reżiljenti u jiżviluppaw 
relazzjonijiet sodi li jsostnu l‑membri kollha. Ir‑rikonoxximent tal‑esperjenzi uniċi ta’ dawn 
il‑familji huwa essenzjali għat‑tfassil ta’ politika għall‑familja li tkun inklużiva u li tħares ’l 
quddiem. Ir‑riżultati ta’ dan l‑istudju joffru kemm sejħa għall‑azzjoni kif ukoll pedament biex 
jinħolqu interventi li jirriflettu u jappoġġjaw in‑natura dejjem tinbidel tal‑ħajja tal‑familja 
f’Malta u lil hinn minnha.
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THE STUDY
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INTRODUCTION
BACKGROUND TO THE STUDY

In 2016, the President’s Foundation for the Wellbeing of Society (PFWS) conducted a study in 
Malta called Sustaining Relationships: Couples and Singles in a Changing Society. From a sample 
of 2400 adults it emerged that 53% of divorced participants and 37% of separated participants 
with children reported that they were in a committed relationship. In the qualitative follow‑up 
study called Sustaining Relationships: The Expectations and Lived Experiences of Couples in 
Malta (PFWS, 2017) participants expressed how they often faced multiple challenges in their 
relationship, particularly regarding the upbringing of the children from their first relationship, 
or the upbringing of their new partner’s children. The present research builds on these two 
studies conducted in Malta.

DEFINING BLENDED FAMILIES

Blended families “are formed when at least one adult in a romantic partnership has a child or 
children from a previous relationship” (Ganong and Coleman, 2017, p. 2). Within the blended 
family, partners may be married or not, and they may be living together or living apart in 
a committed relationship. The blended family may also comprise children born of the new 
couple. Whatever the structure of the blended family, the different types of relationships and 
agreements are brought together in a “stepfamily architecture” (Papernow, 2018, p. 26).

RATIONALE FOR THIS STUDY

There is limited qualitative research on blended families. Literature that is available considers 
only one actor such as the father (Pylyser, 2019), or shared children in step‑families (Sanner, 
Ganong and Coleman, 2020), or the couple (Martin‑Uzzi and Duval‑Tsioles, 2013; Travers, 2021). 
More research is needed in which data from multiple family members are collected, using dyadic 
and triadic units of analysis (Ganong et al., 2022). Furthermore, more studies are needed on the 
effects of other stepfamily members on co‑parenting. Having identified this gap in knowledge, 
this study adopted a systemic understanding of blended families that considers the various 
family members and the processes that they navigate, in order to capture the complexity of the 
relationships involved. 

Guided by the above rationale, this study included interviews with the mother, partner and 
stepchild. The biological father was also interviewed where there was consensus for this to 
happen among all family members. 
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THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The theoretical framework informing this study is threefold. First, this study applies a systemic 
framework that considers the complex interactional processes taking place within family 
relationships (Mikulincer, Florian, Cowan and Cowan, 2002), and the sociocultural context in 
which the study is embedded (Bertalanffy, 1950). 

Second, this study adopts a family resilience lens (Walsh 2013; 2016; 2021). Resilience is not about 
glorifying hardy individuals, but sees supportive relationships as central in bringing about 
positive adaptation in difficult times. A family resilience‑oriented lens is distinct because of its 
focus on family capacities in dealing with situations of adversity. Resilience entails more than 
coping, managing stressful conditions, or shouldering a burden. It involves the potential for 
personal and relational transformation and positive growth that can be forged out of adversity.

Third, this study is guided by attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969), which gives insight into the 
bond human beings form with their caregivers and its enduring effect on their relationships 
with others. Depending on the quality of the attachment, relationships can be predominantly 
secure, anxious‑ambivalent, avoidant or disorganised and disoriented.

RESEARCH AIMS

This study explores the stories of blended families who consider themselves to be “doing well”, 
to gain insight into what “doing well” means for each of the family members. The research focus 
on families “doing well” is embedded in the need to move away from a ‘deficit‑comparison 
paradigm’ to understand ‘what works’ among blended families (Ganong, Coleman, Sanner and 
Berkley, 2022).

Through eliciting the multiple voices of the parents, stepparents, and stepchildren, this research 
aims to shed light on the various concrete actions of the participant families that may help 
us to understand how they thrived despite the challenges they faced in their everyday life as 
they moved on from one family form and built another. This study brings to light how different 
family members faced adverse situations and what protective factors helped them bounce 
back from difficult, and at times traumatic, experiences. 

RESEARCH QUESTION

The overarching research question guiding this study is:

How does resilience manifest itself in the stories told to us by each 

different member of our respondent families?
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LITERATURE REVIEW
THE BLENDED FAMILY LIFE CYCLE
 
McGoldrick and Carter (2011) describe how, following separation or divorce, partners often face 
the task of recovering from loss and recommitment as they enter a new relationship. As the new 
couple begins to plan and conceptualise a new family, novel practical and emotional demands 
are prompted. These authors postulate that this process may understandably create varying 
levels of distress for family members, while noting that many families demonstrate resilience 
and manage to establish a functioning blended family system. 

A central task for blended families is allowing time for the family to adjust to the complexity 
of multiple new roles, boundaries and authority issues (McGoldrick and Carter, 2011). Blended 
families commonly experience a transitional stage wherein the expectations and roles of the 
new stepparent are explored (Kumar, 2017). Affective issues, such as guilt, loyalty conflicts and 
unresolved past hurts may come into play during this process (McGoldrick and Carter, 2011). 
As the blended family is constructed, reconciling the ideal of the intact family and accepting 
different models of families with permeable boundaries were described as prerequisites to 
support the emotional process of the family’s transition and to make room for relationships of 
all children with all parents and extended family members (McGoldrick and Carter, 2011). 

In their systematic research, Pylyser et al (2018) examined how stepfamily members without 
a shared history co‑construct a shared family identity. Building a new family together should 
include taking all stepfamily members’ prior family experiences into account, thereby valuing 
the pre‑established culture and those aspects that were good in former family structures, 
finding a way to adapt these to the new stepfamily (Baxter et al, 2004; Golish, 2003; Papernow, 
2018). Pylyser et al. (2018) described how differences among stepfamily members’ expectations, 
routines and values related to ‘doing family’ are one of the most demanding aspects for blended 
family members. 

In various studies, while parents were found to focus more on the new family’s future and the 
co‑construction of a new family identity, children more often experienced a desire to cling to 
the past (Afifi, 2003; Baxter et al., 2004; Braithwaite et al., 2001; Coleman et al., 2001; Hutchinson 
et al., 2007; Nuru and Wang, 2014). They tended to draw a boundary around the family of origin, 
retaining a subtle ‘we‑ness’ from which the stepparent was excluded, and often expressing a 
strong need to spend time alone with their biological parent. This was found especially after 
a period of single parenthood when parent‑child bonds were strengthened (Braithwaite et al., 
1998; Coleman et al., 2001). 	

Several studies illustrate how insider/outsider positions may intensify as the blending family 
system is forming (Castrén and Widmer, 2015; Papernow, 2018). While children describe feeling 
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caught between their two parents, parents often describe feeling caught between their 
children and their new partner (Koenig Kellas et al., 2008; Martin‑Uzzi and Duval‑Tsioles, 2013; 
Saint‑Jacques et al., 2011). A stepparent may feel on the outside when a child seeks out the 
biological parent for comfort, or when the parent stops a conversation with the stepparent 
and directs his/her attention to the child or ex‑partner. Stepparents often feel that their needs 
came last and this has sometimes led to the dissolution of the new relationship (Martin‑Uzzi 
and Duval‑Tsioles, 2013, Saint‑Jacques et al., 2016). 

THE CO‑PARENTING RELATIONSHIP

Studies exploring step‑relationships have illustrated that blended families are not homogeneous 
‑ they are diverse in both structure and relationship processes (Ganong et al., 2011). 

In any blended family system, the ex‑spouse can be expected to exert an enduring effect 
(McGoldrick & Carter, 2011). When Cartwright and Gibson (2013) explored biological parents’ 
co‑parenting relationships, participants emphasised that interacting with their ex‑spouses 
elicited feelings of frustration or hopelessness. Such emotions revolved around issues like 
child custody, finances, reliability, working together, and attitudes toward the new partnership. 
Parents who re‑partner tend to perceive their ex‑spouse as possessive of the affections of 
the biological child (Dupuis, 2010). This type of scenario created more conflict, or interrupted 
prior arrangements regarding the child (Cartwright and Gibson, 2013). Parents who focused 
on their children and regulated their emotions demonstrated more resilience and effective 
co‑parenting than those who had difficulty letting go of anger, or who engaged in frequent 
conflict about time and/or money (Jamison et al., 2021). 

Biological parents in the blended family system tend to take on a leading role in the process of 
constructing a new family identity (Weaver and Coleman, 2010). They often attempt to facilitate 
interactions between their new partners and their children by functioning as a mediator (Baxter 
et al., 2006; Coleman et al., 2001; Weaver and Coleman, 2010). Although they experience many 
burdens related to this role and often feel caught in the middle between their partner and 
their children (Afifi, 2003), biological parents, especially mothers, initially want to maintain 
control over discipline and also believe that they are responsible for creating the best possible 
family environment for their children (Coleman et al., 2001; Martin‑Uzzi and Duval‑Tsioles, 2013; 
Weaver and Coleman, 2010). 

A lack of clear rules and norms regarding the stepparent’s role may generate ambiguity and 
potentially cause conflict, mainly because of the different expectations each blended family 
member has for the stepparent (Kinniburgh‑White et al., 2010; Riness and Sailor, 2015; Whiting 
et al., 2007). Dupuis (2010) noted that a parenting arrangement that allows ex‑spouses to 
have some influence on the new blended family system can undermine a stepparent’s role. 
Then again, it may be equally detrimental when the new couple within a blended family 
attempts to communicate a unified front with the children by prematurely re‑installing the 
kind of intergenerational boundary between the parent subsystem and child subsystem 
typical of a first‑time family (Afifi, 2003; Cissna et al., 1990). Stepfamily realities make it difficult 
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for stepparents to assume a disciplinary role (Afifi, 2003; Coleman et al., 2001; Golish, 2003; 
Kinniburgh‑White et al., 2010). Children may resist the adults’ attempts to place stepparents 
in a position of authority and interpret it as a betrayal of the bond between parent and child 
(Afifi, 2003; Baxter et al., 2004; 2006; Golish, 2003). This may understandably add to parenting 
challenges and create divisions between parents and stepparents (Martin‑Uzzi and Duval‑Tsioles, 
2013; Papernow, 2018). Multiple studies with Western and Asian populations demonstrate that 
parents in blended families are inclined to want their partners to understand their children 
more, while stepparents tend to want to set more limits with their stepchildren (Faroo, 2012; 
Nozawa, 2015; Papernow, 2015; Tai, 2005; Webber, 2003). 

In Pylyser et al.’s (2019) findings among Belgian fathers with resident biological children, the 
fathers tended to assume ultimate responsibility in parenting. Most emphasised that the 
ex‑partner maintained a central maternal role, hence it was not expected that the stepmother 
would assume such a relationship with their children. Some of these fathers clarified that 
they did not want to burden their new partner with the additional household chores required 
by their children. Among the ten participants in Pylyser et al.’s (2019) study, only one father 
ascribed a central maternal role to the stepmother. This was in part attributed to the fact 
that he had formed a blended family with his partner when his children were much younger, 
hence she had been a part of their lives for over ten years. Furthermore, the couple had a child 
together in the new blended family, and this was described as contributing to the consolidation 
of her maternal role within the family.

The need for the repartnered couple and the non‑resident parent to negotiate decisions and plan 
activities with the children around the compound schedules of two households was associated 
with a high potential for conflict (Heintz‑Martin et al., 2015). Despite this, Heintz‑Martin et al. 
(2015) found that support from stepparents was often instrumental and at times stepparents 
were more involved with the children in several activities than were the biological parents.  

THE STEPPARENT‑STEPCHILD RELATIONSHIP

Ample literature has underlined that the dynamics within the co‑parenting system may set 
the stage for the role that stepparents have with children (Ganong et al., 2015; Riness and 
Sailor, 2015). The climate between ex‑partners and their respective relationships with their 
children may facilitate or compromise children’s adjustment within the blended family and, 
in turn, the stepparent’s ability to establish a relationship with their stepchildren. Navigating 
through loyalty binds and conflicting messages from biological parents may affect children’s 
responsiveness to a stepparent (Ganong et al., 2011).

Thorsen and King (2016) found that adolescents who report feeling close to their biological mother 
are more likely to eventually use the stepfather label, whereas those who report closeness with 
their non‑resident father are less likely to use it. This may infer that the way adolescents label 
their stepparent is more strongly related to their relationships with biological parents than 
with the stepparent (Chapman et al., 2016). This was particularly relevant for stepmothers in a 
qualitative study by Riness and Sailor (2015) who characterised being a stepmother as stressful 
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and attributed this largely to the difficulty they had in establishing a relationship with their 
stepchildren due to feeling undermined by the biological mother. Gosselin (2010) described 
such dynamics as fuelling boundary ambiguity, which happens when family members do not 
agree about who belongs in the family.

When the resident biological parent did not speak negatively about the non‑resident biological 
parent and allowed children to choose what to call their stepparent, this facilitated the 
stepparent‑stepchild relationship (Jensen and Howard, 2015). The ability to talk openly about 
the stepparent with one’s parent was also associated with an improved relationship between 
the stepparent and stepchild. Biological parents are often the ones to promote a positive 
stepparent–stepchild relationship by also encouraging stepparents and children to do things 
together or by helping them understand each other (Coleman et al., 2001; Ganong et al., 2011). 

Stepchild–stepparent relationships are also influenced by the stepchildren’s ages, relationship 
duration, and the nature of custody arrangements (Ganong et al., 2011; Kalmijn, 2013). When 
stepchildren met a stepparent at a younger age they were more likely to retrospectively report 
accepting the stepparent as a parent, in comparison to stepchildren who met the stepparent 
during adolescence or young adulthood and who described accepting with ambivalence or 
rejecting the stepparent (Ganong et al., 2011; Kalmijn, 2013). The more time spent with the 
stepparent, the more accepting stepchildren became of the stepparent, with younger 
children tending to spend more time with the stepparent. This was also impacted by custody 
arrangements.

In their grounded theory study, Ganong et al. (2011) identified affinity‑seeking attempts by the 
stepparent as a necessary condition to support warm and positive relationships with children. 
Children described a closer relationship when stepparents engaged in fun activities with them, 
helped them in daily tasks such as homework, and provided financial support. Braithwaite et al. 
(2018) correspondingly identified that relational turning points that supported a positive shift 
in the stepchild‑stepparent relationship included the stepparent’s efforts to make friendly 
gestures, acts of kindness, gift‑giving, quality time, and sharing rituals/celebrations. Similarly, 
Jensen and Howard (2015) found that children were more likely to report a positive relationship 
when the stepparent sought connection or affection. Stepparents may feel pulled to take on 
an authoritarian parental role; however, this was found to adversely influence the stepchild’s 
appraisal of the relationship. Research with blended families widely suggests that in the first 
stages of stepfamily life, stepparents should concentrate on developing a trusting and caring 
foundation upon which authority can be built later (Coleman et al., 2000; Schrodt, 2016). 

Relationships in the extended family network also had a potential influence on the relationship 
developing between the stepchild and stepparent. This was particularly highlighted when 
grandparents supported the stepparent and step‑grandparents had positive interactions with 
stepchildren (Braithwaite, 2018). 

Findings have demonstrated that a positive relationship between the stepchild and stepparent 
can engender resiliency in children. The relationship with stepmothers was found to be both 
challenging and potentially supportive for children amidst the stressful experiences of divorce 
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and remarriage (Zaharychuk, 2017). Crohn (2010) further found that several young women 
described that they felt they could confide in their stepmothers more than in their biological 
mothers about their sexual experiences in adolescence. This finding may underscore an 
unrecognised characteristic of supportive stepmother‑stepdaughter relationships.

SIBLING RELATIONSHIPS

A blended family system can produce various sibling formations. Findings from Kellas et al. 
(2014) suggested that forming blended families can be complex for children who are joined 
together at differing developmental stages. 

Stepsibling relationships were reported to be closer when children are younger, share a 
household, share common interests, have cooperative coparents, and have parents who 
prioritise a sense of family identity (Sanner et al., 2018). Relationships between stepsiblings 
appear to generally be less close than those between full siblings, but they also are less prone 
to conflict, rivalry and aggression (Sanner et al., 2018). 

With the birth of a half‑sibling, more resources are needed to care for the child, increasing 
the costs of supporting the family unit and lessening the time that parents spend with older 
children (Turunen, 2014). Moreover, because a half‑sibling is biologically related to both 
parents in a blended family system, the treatment of various children may be perceived as 
different (Turunen, 2014). On the other hand, Gatins et al. (2014) found that some children who 
experience separation see gaining half‑siblings as a positive outcome. 
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METHODOLOGY
A QUALITATIVE RESEARCH DESIGN

To answer the research question as to how resilience manifests itself in the stories told by 
different members of our respondent families, a qualitative research strategy was deemed the 
most propitious. A qualitative strategy is best suited to answer ‘how’ questions; in this case, it 
served to elicit rich and thick accounts of what it is like for each member to form part of, and 
live in, a blended family over the years.

A narrative research design was selected for the study. Whereas both Interpretative 
Phenomenological Analysis (Smith et al., 2021) and Narrative Inquiry (Reissman, 2008; Mc 
Alpine, 2015) would have been suitable research methods, the narrative method was preferred 
because it privileges the stories narrated by the participants, thus giving them more voice and 
allowing for the richness of their accounts to emerge. 

THE RESEARCH TOOL

In‑depth individual face‑to‑face interviews with each family member were carried out by either 
an experienced clinical or a counselling psychologist or a family therapist, who first interviewed 
the mother and then moved on to interview the other family members. The interview guides in 
English and Maltese for the various family members can be found in Appendices A, B, C, and D. 
The questions covered different stages in the family life of persons living in a blended family 
and were typically open‑ended to allow participants to provide stories about their subjective 
experiences.

SIZE OF SAMPLE

It was difficult to find families who saw themselves as “doing well” and who would come forward 
to speak about their experience. One of the reasons for this was that our recruitment criteria 
sought to capture a fairly homogeneous sample of mothers who had children from a previous 
relationship and had children once again with their current partner. We also wished to include 
the voice of the biological fathers in our study. This was only possible for four out of the 
seven families we interviewed. The homogeneity of the sample yielded rich interviews with the 
various participants and a very thick account of the resilience of the families we interviewed. 
26 family members participated in the study, from seven blended families. These families all 
met the following criteria: all mothers had a child from a previous relationship who was over 
11 years of age and one child from their current relationship. All of the stepfamilies identified 
themselves as “doing well”. In each family, the mother, the partner and the stepchildren were 
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interviewed. The biological father was also interviewed, where there was consensus for this to 
happen. In all, seven mothers, seven stepfathers, eight stepchildren, three boys and five girls, 
and four biological fathers were interviewed. The socioeconomic status of the family was not 
a selection criterion; families came from different socioeconomic backgrounds, ranging from 
those struggling to make ends meet to those who were well off. 

DATA ANALYSIS 

The stories shared with the interviewers shed light on the resilience of the various family members 
in each family, as well as their moments of ‘stuckness’. We kept in mind the key processes that 
take place among family members as featured in the Family Resilience Framework brought 
forward by Froma Walsh in 2003 (see Appendix E) as we narrated the triangulated stories of the 
various family members in each family. Seven triangulated stories were presented. Importance 
was given to the cultural context in which the stories were embedded thus making the story 
more coherent to the reader (McCormack, 2004). 

Labov’s narrative categories including abstract, orientation evaluation and coda were used, 
albeit loosely, given that as Kim (2015) rightly points out the researcher’s interpretation adds 
another layer to the stories of the participants. We endeavoured to be as faithful as possible 
to the stories that the participants narrated during the interviews.  As a team of researchers we 
nevertheless peer‑reviewed the stories, thereby mitigating personal bias. The triangulation of 
data from the different family members also added to the robustness of the stories that were 
narrated (Creswell, 2009). The authenticity of the stories that were narrated also add to the 
rigour of the study (Lincoln and Guba, 1986). 

ETHICAL APPROVAL

The study was approved by the Faculty for Social Wellbeing Research Ethics Committee at the 
University of Malta, Unique Form ID: 6032 10.07.2020.
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FINDINGS
THE RESILIENCE OF BLENDED FAMILIES “DOING WELL”

Applying the family resilience framework as put forward by Froma Walsh in 2003, this section 
will describe the key processes which the participating families experienced during the various 
stages of their family life.

While acknowledging the suffering they faced in their previous relationship and also the 
journey they went through over the years, the belief systems of the various family members 
were characterised by positive appraisals, even when they emerged after they would have 
travelled a dark and scary tunnel for some time. 

Ray experienced his first wife as very aggressive towards him.  When another man “got in the 
way” and his wife wanted to separate, Ray was struck with grief at the thought that he was 
not going to be able to be with his children. “How am I going to live without them?” he asked; 
but then he told us “today I thank him” referring to the man with whom his wife had the affair 
“because thanks to him he freed me from her”. Today, Ray is very well connected to his children 
from his first marriage, a father to two other children with Rose and a stepfather to Debbie.

Several family members forged meaning out of adversity. Roberta had three children in a 
row at a very young age, after which her husband left Malta with another woman and never 
contributed towards child maintenance. She told us how hard it was for her to raise three 
children on her own and how much she cried. She sometimes wishes to go back in time to be 
able to relive her youth after having gone through a shotgun wedding and becoming a young 
parent to multiple children in quick succession. However, she concluded that despite all the 
suffering she went through, she experienced immense joy in bringing the children up well and 
in giving them a good education. Both her daughters went to university. She finds satisfaction 
in knowing that they will not go through the same hard times that she went through. Daniel too 
takes pleasure in “being a good father to his son in ways that I wished for when I was young”. 
Anthony enjoys spending time with his stepson James and, according to his partner Lisa, this is 
his way of creating experiences he would have liked to have had with his own father. 

The preludes to the new relationships are characterised by positivity and are full of hope for 
a better future. Although Roberta was not welcomed by her partner’s mother who gave her 
a hard time, her relationships with others supported her and made her resilient and able to 
affirm her strength. Miriam describes the cohabitation period with Alfred as a time of “love and 
hope”. She met Alfred on the feast of Our Lady of Grace, which she felt suggested that meeting 
her new partner was an act of God. This transcendental dimension is also present in Daniel’s 
account of meeting Katya.
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All the mothers and the new partners were very open with each other about the fact that they 
had children and were able to communicate with their new partners about how important the 
children’s wellbeing was for them. Marvin, who is one of the biological fathers taking part in 
the study, also mentioned that he would not have stayed with his current partner had she not 
accepted his daughter. The importance of communication was also highlighted by Fiona at a 
moment when her new partner David was finding it hard to express the difficult time he was 
going through with his ex‑wife: “During David’s stressful patch, we sat round the table and 
discussed things that were bothering him, and thank God.”

Thoughtful ways of communicating were also adopted when announcing the birth of a child 
from the new relationship, or when introducing a partner to the stepchildren. That said, there 
were a few instances where the children discovered by themselves that the relationship with 
the new boyfriend was a serious one, or that their mum was pregnant. Svetlana, one of the 
stepchildren, also highlighted how important communication is in resolving differences, 
something that she was struggling with at the time of her interview.  This was also the case 
for Caroline who found it hard to have a conversation with her father who she felt wanted to 
discuss disagreements regarding child maintenance with her rather than with her mother.

Open emotional sharing, even when painful, can strengthen resilience, especially when met with 
empathy and comfort. It was interesting to note that three of the couples sought therapeutic 
support to help them express their difficult moments in the newly‑formed couple relationship.  

Fiona’s son Christopher was able to express his grief during difficult moments of loss and his 
mother was able to console him. This brought Christopher closer to his mother. Debbie told us 
that she was close to her father’s partner and would confide in her about things that bothered 
her. She was learning to express these feelings with her mother as well, but kept back at times 
and found shelter in her room. Jason also hesitated to tell his mother that he sometimes feels 
sad that the quality time with her has diminished considerably since his stepsister Kim was 
born. However, he chooses not to disclose how he is feeling because he does not wish to make 
her feel guilty. 

Open emotional sharing is also manifested through positive interactions of love and joy. Fiona 
tells us that David’s parents were overjoyed when she organised a surprise birthday party 
and invited his family over. “You brought our son back to us!” they told her; this was because 
his ex‑wife impeded him from visiting his parents. Lisa narrates how as soon as she and her 
partner told Michael that they were expecting a child, “he put his hands together and asked us 
‘make it a boy, make it a boy’ and he was very happy”.

The ability to remain connected was fundamental for the families we interviewed. The 
newly‑formed couple was very committed to making it work. They worked as a team and were 
mutually supportive and flexible towards one another: “You have to be committed and give 
your all. You cannot only do what suits you, you have to adapt.” (Daniel). 

Jason, who was only 10 years old, also highlighted this spirit of cooperation, nurture and mutual 
help: “We help each other … if I need help with the homework mummy will help me, if they 
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need help with something, for example the clothes, maybe some other things, I will help them. 
Papa also with mummy…”

The ability to seek reconnection and repair grievances is also very palpable in most families. All 
the mothers and their current partners describe their relationships as happy, but acknowledge 
that conflict is part of normal relationships and they strive to manage it. For example, when 
Sharon and Brian face problems, they never go to bed without resolving any conflict first. 

Turning to the relationship between the mother and the biological father, Lisa and her ex‑partner 
Philip both stated that although they often argued about petty issues, there was never any 
rivalry or hatred between them because “you need to have an attitude that you want to do the 
best for your child and even for ourselves, because I don’t want to be in a toxic relationship… 
We are doing our best to make it work, with compassion, and with a spirit of peace.” (Lisa) This 
is also the case for Rose and her ex‑husband Marvin. They are very aware that they have to 
remain on speaking terms and make it work, especially for the sake of their children. 

Not all the mothers are on speaking terms with the biological father. One of the fathers went 
abroad and although the mother encouraged her children to speak to him, he only connects 
with them to get something for himself, like lodging when he is in Malta, without giving anything 
in return. This upsets the children very much. Their mother Roberta takes a neutral stance. 
Another mother refuses to speak to her ex‑partner because he does not give any maintenance 
and they have an ongoing legal dispute. Roy refuses to speak to his son’s mother or partner. 
He loves his son and contributes to his upkeep, but does not meet him often nor does Jason 
sleep over at his father’s place.  His ex‑wife Sharon is also disappointed that Roy did not give 
his consent for Jason to get a Learning Support Educator at school. Another set of parents were 
not co‑parenting their daughter’s education at a time when the daughter failed her exams. In 
fact, the daughter left her mother’s house and went to live with her father who, according to 
the mother, gave the daughter “everything on a silver platter” taking her abroad twice even 
after she failed her exams. 

To address their time challenges and be mutually supportive, David describes how he and his 
partner Fiona “work hand in hand” and consider each other’s work routines when it comes to 
time management. Katya explains how she and her partner Daniel have sought flexibility in their 
working hours, such as reduced hours, in order to be able to “juggle family responsibilities.” She 
admits that working and studying simultaneously is a struggle for her and so she is considering 
putting further studies on hold. She is also conscious of the strain it puts on other family 
members who give their support, particularly her mother and partner. 

Clint, who works long hours, is acutely aware that his partner Roberta is at home quite a lot, 
whereas he is not there much. When he is at home he plays with his son who is quite a handful due 
to having ADHD, whereas his wife helps the children with HW and other educational activities. 
In contrast, Philip (James’ biological father) has a job which allows him much flexibility. He 
describes himself as a “hands‑on dad”, constantly helping out with respect to his son – giving 
him lifts to activities, or dealing with other unexpected emergencies. Svetlana also describes 
how her father (John) goes out of his way to accommodate her when she needs a ride; even 
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changing his own plans. She asserts that her father somehow finds a balance with his work 
life and “he is very there for his daughter.” Svetlana is determined to emulate her father’s 
behaviour with her own children. “I want to be there for all my children as well you know.”

Lisa and her current partner Anthony approach their family activities and domestic work in a 
very systematic manner using an Excel sheet to negotiate, plan and prioritise their work as a 
family, even including their son. Lisa describes how for larger projects they use a matrix where 
they give each potential project a value on importance and viability. They also leave time for 
themselves and their quality of life. The idea of ‘couple time’ was something elusive for some 
of the partners.  Katya hopes that in the future, when their son (Luke) is older, she and her 
partner Daniel will “get some time for ourselves.” Roberta, on the other hand, makes an effort 
to create this time. She regularly stays up to give her partner (Clint) dinner when he comes 
home from work late at night. She uses this time to bring him up to speed with the children’s 
activities and any other family news. Clint appreciates Roberta’s gesture of staying up till his 
return, to keep him company and so that they can relax together and catch up.

Most of the children spoke about valuing the time they spent together as a family. They 
mentioned a myriad of activities they enjoyed: playing with the pets, watching TV, playing 
video games, playing board games, cooking, going for promenades with their scooter, or going 
to enjoy nature in the countryside, Buskett or Għar Lapsi. Christopher, Fiona’s son describes 
how he really enjoys family dinner time as everybody is so busy otherwise. “I appreciate it a 
lot because we speak about our day.”  As a teenager, Sarah felt that when her mother (Roberta) 
and her stepfather (Clint) had children of their own she needed to give them ‘space’ in the 
home, and allow them to do things as a family, such as watch TV together.

Many of the children also recalled memorable family holidays. From a working mother’s 
perspective, Lisa explains how travelling abroad with the family, especially car tours, is very 
valuable as it affords more time for interaction with the children without work interfering. 

The physical home environment was considered by a number of parents crucial for their 
children’s wellbeing. Alfred recounts how when he and Miriam moved into their new house, 
although they had a limited budget, he furnished his stepdaughter’s room first (desk, library, 
laptop) and furnished his own office last. He wanted Svetlana to feel comfortable straight 
away and to sense that he respected her.  Indeed, Svetlana was very grateful that her mother 
involved her a lot when they were designing the home they were renovating and that she was 
actually allowed to design her own bedroom as she wanted it. Debbie (Rose’s and Marvin’s 
daughter) understands that she has two families and therefore two homes; but she wishes 
the family was not separated as sometimes she does not feel like getting prepared to visit her 
father. She admits, however, that it helps that she has two wardrobes, one in each home, and 
that she also has her own bedroom at her father’s home.

From a time management and support perspective, the organisation of domestic work was 
a key concern for the different members of the family.  The sharing of household chores or 
child care featured among almost all of the couples, albeit to different extents. In Katya’s and 
Daniel’s house, chores are shared between the two adults. They will do whatever needs to be 
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done at the moment, such as cooking or doing the laundry for everybody in the household 
without distinction. Daniel does a lot of the chauffeuring, although he explains that in general 
“I just do what is needed from me… what I can do to be of help.”

Lisa describes herself as the house “manager,” organising all, whereas she feels that her partner 
Anthony is more comfortable with the children and “good at making children happy.” Similarly, 
Caroline describes her mother Katya as the “filler” of the house – managing everything and 
ensuring everybody’s needs are met. She concedes, however, that her stepfather Daniel has 
also always contributed to the family and household management. He gives her lifts and has 
started helping out a lot at home ever since her mother started working longer hours again. He 
takes her younger stepbrother to school, to the swings and also swimming.  When her mother 
was studying for a degree, he helped with cooking and cleaning.

Partners give different value to domestic tasks resulting in different strategies. Lisa complains 
how her partner Anthony is untidy and careless, so she was greatly relieved when they engaged 
a housekeeper. She feels it “was the best investment we made.” Lisa describes how she and 
her son’s father Philip are very organised when it comes to health matters. Philip had set up a 
folder on Google drive of their son’s health records, including vaccination records. Everybody 
has access to it – herself, Philip and even her current partner Anthony.

Daniel explains that the teenage period is a challenge with respect to asking children to 
contribute to household chores. With his stepdaughter Caroline he feels things have improved 
slightly as he “insists, shows and tries to explain” the different chores. Anthony uses a similar 
approach, trying to encourage his stepson James to do certain chores, even those which his 
stepson sees as “pointless”. He tries to explain why a chore is not “needless”.

Miriam recalls that when she was pregnant, her daughter Svetlana was more responsible 
around the home; for example, helping out with making packed lunches.  Then she became 
lazy and things changed around the age 16‑18 years. Congruently, Svetlana recounts that when 
Michael (her stepbrother) was an infant she helped her mother a lot with household and care 
tasks, such as changing her brother’s diaper. As a 10‑year old, she was fine with this grown‑up 
responsibility and contributed willingly.

Looking back on her childhood, Roxanne explains how when they were younger she and her 
siblings had to help out at home and with the childcare of their young stepsister Naomi due 
to their mother working many jobs. She admits that she was quite “angry” at the time, but now 
she is proud and happy that she grew up responsible and independent. As an adult, she feels 
“well rounded... I can look after myself well.”

This theme of independence training through household chores was also referred to by different 
fathers. John believes that parents need to show discipline, but not be too rigid. He asserts that 
“Children do not need rigidity but flexible discipline. That is, they know what is good and they 
do it and know what is not good and do not do it, but they keep everything orderly.”  Marvin 
explains how he is bringing up his son Zac from his new relationship to be very independent. 
He describes how his four‑year‑old can make a sandwich on his own and even make a plate of 
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pasta with some minor assistance for safety. Marvin proclaims that this is how he has always 
brought up his children. 

Concerning financial management, most parents and children spoke about financial challenges 
they faced, such as inflation in prices of everyday items; monthly payments which have to 
be made, such as a maintenance grant and/or a house loan; ongoing expenses to continue 
furnishing their new home; unexpected expenses, such as when a child wishes to go to study 
abroad.  Marvin gives maintenance to his ex‑wife Rose, but also has a loan to pay on the house 
where he currently resides with his new partner Cynthia and their son Zac. “It is difficult to make 
ends meet.” Daniel admits that his “biggest headache” is ensuring that at the end of the month 
he has enough income to cover his share of the household budget and his own expenses as a 
self‑employed person. Miriam laments that their full‑time salaries are sometimes insufficient. 
“What comes in goes out.” Roxanne describes that they passed through many financial struggles 
when she was younger, but they were resilient as a family and as individuals, and still are. She 
explains that what made them resilient was their mother’s mantra “be thankful for what you 
have” and, in terms of money, “learn to adapt.”

 All the families adopted different strategies or found practical solutions to suit their financial 
circumstances. Sometimes both or one parent had a full‑time and a part‑time job; others worked 
over‑time; whilst others did odd jobs if special childcare needs did not allow for full‑time 
employment.  Katya was grateful that her new partner Daniel was willing to share repaying 
the loan she had from her prior relationship; and Rose describes how her parents were her 
financial “saviours” when it came to securing ownership of her home following her separation 
from her first husband. Alfred recounts how, as a couple, they went through different phases 
with respect to financial outlay and budgeting.  At the beginning, they used to go out to eat 
twice in the weekends and his wife would complain that they were spending too much. Then 
the tide turned and eventually he started realising that they needed to tighten the reins on 
their expenses as they needed money to continue fixing their home.

Sharing of both the everyday and the one‑off or out‑of‑the ordinary expenses was common for 
a number of partners. This was done either by having a joint bank account where each partner 
deposited a certain amount of money, or by alerting the partner about expenses incurred and 
the other partner would repay them their share. 

Most of the current partners have joint and separate accounts. A typical scenario is that of 
Daniel and Katya where the mother is in charge of money management. Daniel describes 
how they have separate accounts from which they pay their own personal expenses and 
commitments. Then they have a joint account which they typically pool into equally. Alfred 
prefers having joint accounts and separate accounts so that if something happens “life goes 
on.”  Lisa describes how she has two joint accounts with Anthony: one is for the home loan 
and related loan expenses (e.g. Insurance policy); the other is for everyday household living 
expenses. They also have a joint credit account which they use less; such as for payments when 
abroad. Occasionally, they use personal funds to buy things, but they list all on a shared Google 
sheet so they monitor outlay and try to balance expenses between the two of them. Lisa admits 
“It’s not that easy to do,” but she believes strongly that financial boundaries are important. 
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So much so, she also has a joint account with her ex‑partner Philip and has also opened an 
account for their son James where they deposit a share of his Children’s allowance. The rest of 
the Children’s allowance they deposit in the joint account to use for his expenses.

Nearly all the partners considered that they acted responsibly with respect to budgeting 
and spending. Anthony and Lisa believe they manage money well, not exaggerating in their 
expenditure and prioritising with the goal of ensuring enough income to sustain their needs 
and interests. Sharon describes how when she and her partner Brian receive their salaries 
they pay any outstanding payments first, then see if there is any special expense that month 
(e.g. back to school). They do allow “treats”, but will compromise and not spend large amounts 
irresponsibly.” 

All stepfathers asserted that treating their various children (from current and prior relationship, 
plus stepchildren) fairly and equally was a key priority. Whether it is everyday expenses, 
presents, or holidays, they particularly emphasised making no distinction between biological 
and stepchildren, with Brian proclaiming that “Whenever I buy him [his stepson] things they are 
always top quality” and Miriam explaining that “none of the children are forgotten.” A number 
of the stepfathers and biological fathers spoke about how they had already planned for the 
future to ensure financial security for their children. Some had drawn up a will allocating certain 
items to the children, or even transferred property or land to the children legally. 

Support from extended kin was common on many facets, even if the newly re‑partnered 
couples felt anxious before breaking the news to relatives about how their relationship would 
be received.  All couples but one described that the reaction of their parents ranged from 
happiness to outright joy. This affirmed the couple even more. The couple who faced opposition 
from the partner’s mother suffered a lot, especially because the partner got caught in a loyalty 
bind which took its toll on their emotional wellbeing. Nevertheless, the mother had support 
from her family of origin and even from her employer. The emotional and practical support from 
the various family members was greatly appreciated by the newly‑formed couple and ranged 
from babysitting to picking up children from school to running errands for them.  Both Miriam 
and Alfred’s sides of the family were overjoyed when they learned that their children paired up. 
Sometime later, Alfred was asked to manage the family assets by his parents‑in‑law and this 
show of trust boosted his self‑esteem and sense of belonging. Rose was always supported by 
her mother. Her daughter Debbie explained that she finds her extended family on her mother’s 
side very supportive, including cousins, uncles and grandparents. Her nanna tells her that “If 
something happens to you, you phone me or come to me.”  
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SOME FAMILIES SEEMED TO BE DOING BETTER THAN OTHERS

Some families seemed to be doing much better than others at the time of the interviews; but 
that did not mean that they had not gone through challenges in the past. For example, Katya 
had experienced a big blow when her daughter Caroline told her that she wished to leave her 
mother’s home to live with her father; eventually Caroline returned to live with her mother.  
Daniel found it extremely hard to adapt to his stepdaughter Caroline and “felt like giving up but 
you have to understand what these children have gone through...and I would bear in mind that 
I had found a person that I’d like to spend the rest of my life with...I stayed at it, it was a fight 
I won. With patience we worked it out.” This positive outcome is confirmed by Caroline who 
admits that “in the beginning it was difficult with Daniel and we both had to make an effort...He 
is very important now...He never leaves me short of anything and he helps a lot in the house...
We have all become very close.” Having a positive outlook is also crucial. In his concluding 
remark, Brian reflects on his life and rearing children, saying “it is tough to live, work and have 
children.” At the same time, he feels that his experience is “normal, yet actually very beautiful...
There are crazy moments and beautiful moments.”

Other parents, stepparents and children were experiencing similar or different challenges during 
the time of the interview. Will they be able to “struggle well” and adapt to meet the challenges 
and repair the grievances that they are facing? A longitudinal study might help answer the 
question; but what the study has shown is that “doing well” does not mean that families do not 
face challenges, but that to thrive they need to keep nurturing their relationships. 

The next section offers recommendations for policy and practice as emerging from the study 
findings and keeping in mind the prevailing local context for blended families. 
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RECOMMENDATIONS 
FOR POLICY 
AND PRACTICE 
One of the main aims of this study was to share stories of resilient blended families, inviting 
others to reflect on what works and to strengthen their resolve to make things work in their 
own family. 

This study identified multiple manifestations of resilience among seven blended families 
who considered themselves to be “doing well”. The various members of the families were 
interviewed, including the mothers, stepfathers, stepchildren and biological fathers where 
feasible. The data collected have provided valuable insights on the challenges faced by these 
blended family members at different stages of the formation and consolidation of the new 
family; yet it also revealed how the members managed these challenges, or found short‑term or 
long‑term solutions. Various members living in a blended family showed how such families can 
thrive despite experiencing periods of adversity, uncertainty and sadness. They also offered 
nuggets of wisdom and advice to share with individuals in the early stages of forming a new 
blended family. 

Nonetheless, this study’s findings must be seen in light of the need to ensure that no families 
are left behind in the context of an increasing number of marital separations. In 2024, marital 
separations reached 881, up from an average of 770 per year in prior years. The table below 
illustrates data from the Final Census Report of 2021 (the categories are not mutually exclusive).

Table 1.  Separations and lone parenthood, Census 2021, Malta

Status Number % As share of

Separated, widowed or divorced 54,657 12.2 total population

Single person with dependent children 6,378 2.96 total households

Lone parent with resident children under 25 16,001 12.47 total family nuclei

Source: National Statistics Office (2022)
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The lack of data needs to be addressed at the earliest, to provide a sound foundation for 
policymakers in catering for the needs of these families. The invisibility of blended families to 
policymakers and practitioners is not peculiar to Malta. Policy attention has often stopped at 
helping parents to manage their separation/divorce process as smoothly as possible, and in 
the child’s best interest. Little attention, however, has been paid to supporting such parents 
to form a new family eventually. We would like to put forward two key points which emerged 
strongly from the study and from the international conference where the study findings were 
presented ‑ The 1st International Conference on Strong Blended Families: Understanding What 
Works (6‑7 February, 2025). The first one is the setting up of a Centre to support blended families, 
while the second is the need for a comprehensive policy review of laws, benefits and services 
affecting blended family formation and development. These are described in turn below.

THE NEED FOR A CENTRE TO SUPPORT BLENDED FAMILIES

The establishment of a Centre for Blended Families would be a great source of support for 
blended families in Malta. We are particularly inspired by the work in Finland in this regard. The 
Centre would (a) offer evidence‑based programmes; (b) provide support with managing family 
resources; (c) train professionals from different backgrounds; (d) offer specialist therapeutic 
services; and (e) serve as a hub for peer support and volunteering. We would like to explain in 
more detail the various services such a centre would offer by also taking into account what we 
already have on offer and the cultural context of our country.

DEVELOPING MORE EVIDENCE‑BASED PROGRAMMES

The findings of the Malta study robustly point to the need for more evidence‑based preparatory 
and support programmes for blended families.  Funding for these programmes, and for the 
training of more programme facilitators, is warranted.  

At present, in Malta, the only evidence‑based programme for couples with children is Parents as 
Partners, recently launched by the Positive Parenting and Strengthening of Families Committee. 
This hybrid programme helps couples, mainly those who are going through the transition to 
parenthood, to strengthen their couple relationship and co‑parent harmoniously.  The findings 
from our study strongly align with the recent recommendations emerging from the Perinatal 
Pilot Study (Saliba, 2025 February, 2) that parents should be supported to lean on each other 
during the more challenging stages of the family life cycle rather than experience couple and 
marriage breakdown. 

The findings from our study also shed light on how the consolidation of blended families may 
be affected by conflict arising between one member of the couple with their former partner 
and parent of their child. FSWS offers the evidence‑based Parenting when Separated (PWS) 
Programme1. This programme, which is delivered over six sessions, should become mandatory 

1	 See https://fsws.gov.mt/child-protection/parenting-when-seperated/
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for all parents who are in the process of separating. This could be introduced as part of the 
Family Court Reform. More PWS programme facilitators would need to be trained. 

The international conference held locally in February 2025 also exposed the Malta team to 
evidence‑based programmes specifically intended to support blended families, such as Smart 
Steps in the US2 and Step App in Finland3. Funding is needed to adapt and translate these 
courses and pilot them in Malta. Programme facilitators would need to be trained. 

TOWARDS STRONGER SKILLS IN FAMILY RESOURCE MANAGEMENT

The Malta study also underscored the need for blended families to receive support with family 
resource management skills. Issues include, among others, personal and household money 
management, management of family member timetables and routines, duties around home 
care and support for the children inside and outside the home, and even location of personal 
effects when children are living between two homes. 

Managing family resources can pose challenges to all types of families. It may be particularly so 
for blended families because of the added complexity resulting from the multiple individuals 
and households involved. For example, when dealing with financial matters there are decisions 
related to whether the couple in the blended family have separate or joint bank accounts, 
how the general family living expenses and utility bills are covered, and when there are 
children from previous unions and children from the new union living under the same roof, 
who is responsible for any school expenses, for children’s hobbies, for gifts or vacation costs. 
Decisions around financial management may need to be reviewed when employment status of 
any one of the partners, or of ex‑partners/spouses, changes, or as the children grow and their 
needs and consequently expenses change. 

Another example of complexity is when there is joint custody of the children from the prior 
union and the resultant time and resource management challenges. The various fixed routines 
and commitments of the parents, ex‑partners and new partners, as well as those of the children 
from the prior union and the new union, all need to be considered as roles and responsibilities 
are allocated. Often the different children in the household need to be transported to school, 
to after‑school activities, to events and this is where the grandparents sometimes also step 
in. Children from the prior union typically travel back and forth between their two ‘homes’, 
with some lugging around clothes, school‑related tools and other leisure equipment with 
each journey; whilst others actually have duplicates of everything, such as two wardrobes of 
clothes and two computers, with one in each home. The different layers of time and resource 
management can lead to anxiety and stress for the children, but also for all adults concerned, 
especially when there is lack of planning or communication so things are not in synch.

2	 See https://smartstepfamilies.com/
3	 See https://identio.fi/en/work/supli/
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For a number of years, the Ministry for Social Policy and Children’s Rights has run community 
courses with the theme of healthy, sustainable living, called Għaqal id‑Dar, Ħajja Aħjar. An 
adapted version of a number of sessions of this course could be developed, involving the 
requisite professionals, to address the challenges and needs of blended families in Malta. The 
sessions could also introduce aspects of the Financial Literacy courses run by the same Ministry 
under the Ġemma programme (https://gemma.gov.mt/). These family resource management 
sessions could be integrated with any new programme developed to support blended families.

THE TRAINING OF PROFESSIONALS FROM DIFFERENT BACKGROUNDS

Best practice with blended families should also be mainstreamed across the training 
of professionals from different backgrounds, including family therapists, counsellors, 
psychologists, social workers and teachers. It should also form part of their mandatory 
continuous professional development.  Lawyers, mediators and the judiciary would also 
benefit from training so that any therapeutic intervention with members of the blended family 
and other linked persons is facilitated and supported by legal guidance, or the court process 
in general.

THE SETTING UP OF A THERAPEUTIC SERVICE

A dedicated Centre for blended families could also set up a therapeutic service where 
professional family therapists offer specialist assistance in supporting the development of 
these families and the resolving of conflict. They may also support the harmonious co‑parenting 
between biological and stepparents, which requires specialised intervention, particularly 
to prevent parental alienation. Working with the intense conflict which may arise requires 
seasoned family therapists and regular supervision, and such a Centre must recruit family 
therapists who are able to intervene skilfully and promptly for the work to be effective.

PEER SUPPORT AND VOLUNTEERING

As is the case in Finland, peer support and volunteering through the Centre could also be 
effective resources that contribute to the wellbeing of blended families and may include, 
among others, shared leisure and other activities.

THE NEED FOR A COMPREHENSIVE POLICY REVIEW

Even though the families interviewed in the Malta study were doing relatively well, their 
narratives evoked questions about how various policy domains enable or unwittingly undermine 
the development of their new family. A comprehensive review of the policies affecting blended 
family formation and development is needed. Access to clear information about the rights and 
responsibilities of the various members of a blended family cuts across all the forthcoming 
points.
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From a regulatory perspective, a number of issues arose. Access to legal services is a particularly 
steep cost for parents of young children who are trying to re‑establish themselves, and cases 
tend to be long‑drawn‑out, often impacting negatively on the new couple’s relationship. We 
had a case in our study where a mother could not afford legal representation and could not 
reach an agreement with her former partner over maintenance so, for a number of months, the 
child took its suitcase to school and spent one day with one parent, and the next with the other 
parent. Although this was resolved, legal battles continued to haunt this couple, and others, 
for years.

Clarifying property rights is also important. In most of our cases, the stepfather moved in 
with the mother and it seems very complex, at least where relationships are not registered, to 
determine rights in the case of a break‑up, especially where the stepparent takes on financial 
responsibility for a mortgage outside the community of acquests that marriage protects. On 
a related note, the issue of inheritance planning was a strong preoccupation of partners with 
children from former relationships. We had a couple of cases where the stepfather’s relationship 
with his biological child broke down and they spoke of effectively cutting them out of the will. 
Affordable expertise on these very delicate issues is necessary.

Stepparents’ rights in respect of their stepchildren are also not sufficiently clear, and seem very 
limited unless the drastic measure of adoption is taken. Clarification is needed, especially where 
the biological parent is still in the picture, about the limitations on stepparents’ decision‑making 
authority. Some blended families need support to develop parenting agreements that outline 
responsibilities and boundaries. Even if not legally binding, these agreements can provide 
structure and help avoid conflict by setting expectations for discipline, schooling and 
household rules. It may also be appropriate – for circumstances where the biological parent is 
totally absent – to consider developing a form of legal guardianship to enable actively involved 
stepparents to share decisions about children’s education or healthcare for instance. The core 
features, modes of implementation and potential legal dimensions of such agreements could 
also be a component of the obligatory evidence‑based programme being proposed above.

Moving on to the issue of benefits, the cost of living was a pressing issue for many of our 
respondents who spoke of forever trying to make ends meet. Money tended not to be a cause 
for conflict between partners, with both often contributing to a joint account. However, the 
issue of maintenance was a painful one for many mothers (where maintenance stops or 
reduces when the mother re‑partners) and for stepfathers (some of whom complained that 
their biological children treat them only as ATMs). Access to greater clarity around maintenance 
obligations in the case of blended family formation is needed for such families.

Eligibility conditions for benefits and services like social security, housing and childcare need 
to be examined. Fair formulae need to be found for social assistance rights for single parents 
until such time as their new relationship is on a sound footing, and similarly in relation to 
application for social housing. It is simply not reasonable to assume that a new partner has 
taken, or should take on, financial responsibilities for the new partner and their child. If it 
is (still) the case that a re‑partnered single parent loses her eligibility to such benefits and 
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services from the start of a new relationship, this is only likely to drive these relationships 
underground, causing psychological hardship, perpetuating stigma and forcing ‘deceitful’ 
applications. 

The study suggested that stepparents would also like to be less invisible and be encouraged 
instead to play a fuller role in their new family; for instance through entitlement to 
family‑friendly measures for their stepchild, and involvement in meetings concerning the 
child in relation to, for example, education and healthcare. 

NEXT STEPS

Drawing on the preceding sections, we propose the following actions:

•	 The inclusion of blended families in all official statistics relating to households.

•	 The establishment of a Centre for Blended Families, which would offer evidence‑based 
programmes; support with managing family resources; specialist therapeutic services, 
training for other professionals as needed, and peer and volunteering support systems.

•	 The compiling and publication of easy‑to‑comprehend information for members of a 
blended family, explaining their rights and obligations at law.

•	 An eligibility review of relevant benefits and services to determine their impact upon 
blended family visibility, formation and development.

In addition to the above, and as noted, the findings from this study were launched at the 
first‑ever International Conference on Blended Families in February 2025 in Malta. Delegates at 
the Conference warmly welcomed the Malta team’s proposal to set up an International Network 
on Blended Families. The aims would be threefold: a) to offer a platform for practitioners and 
researchers to meet and collaborate; b) to act as a repository for all emergent research on 
blended families (with different access rights); and c) to offer resources to blended families 
themselves. Work is underway to determine the best possible legal vehicle and seat for this 
Network, to establish membership tiers, and to identify founding members. A good number of 
local and international entities, educational institutions, or individuals have expressed interest 
in being members, and even founding members, on this network.
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APPENDIX A:  
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE FOR MOTHER 

1.	 Name:	 _________________________________________________

2.	 Sex:	   

	 	 Female	  

	 	 Male	

	 	 Other	

	 	 Prefer not to answer

3.	 Age:    _____________

4.	 Children

Boys Girls Other Gender

No. Age(s) No. Age(s) No. Age(s)

Your children

Your partner’s children

Your children, together

5a.   What is your civil status with your actual partner?

	 	 I cohabit with my actual partner without any legal/official tie

	 	 I cohabit with my actual partner, with a legal contract

	 	 I am civilly married with my actual partner

	 	 I am civilly and religiously married with my actual partner

	 	 I am in a civil union with my actual partner
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5b.     What is your civil status with your previous partner?

	 	 Married and separated from my previous partner

	 	 Married, separated and divorced from my previous partner

	 	 Cohabited with my previous partner before we separated

	 	 I never lived with my previous partner?

6.        Your occupation:  ________________________________________

	 	 Fulltime

	 	 Part time

	 	 Unemployed – Looking for a job

	 	 Unemployed – Not currently looking for employment

	 	 Full time student

	 	 Full time homemaker/carer

7.	 Your current partner’s occupation: __________________________________   

	 	 Fulltime

	 	 Part time

	 	 Unemployed – Looking for a job

	 	 Unemployed – Not currently looking for employment

	 	 Full time student

	 	 Full time homemaker/carer

8. 	 Your former partner’s occupation:  ______________________________

	 	 Fulltime

	 	 Part time

	 	 Unemployed – Looking for a job

	 	 Unemployed – Not currently looking for employment

	 	 Full time student

	 	 Full time homemaker/carer
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9.       The highest level of education you have attained ___________________

	 	 University

	 	 Post‑Secondary (A Level, Diploma)

	 	 Secondary (O level, SEC)

	 	 Primary

10.	 The highest level of education of your current partner _______________

	 	 University

	 	 Post‑Secondary (A Level, Diploma)

	 	 Secondary (O level, SEC)

	 	 Primary

11.	 Type of residence:

	 	 Apartment

	 	 Maisonette

	 	 Penthouse

	 	 Town house

	 	 Semi‑detached villa

	 	 Villa

	 	 Other

12.  	 What is the tenure status of where you reside with your current partner?

	 	 Home owner without loan?

	 	 Home owner with loan?

	 	 Rent in public sector ‑ social housing or subsidised housing?

	 	 Rent in private sector?
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13. 	 What is the tenure status of where you reside with your current partner?

	 	 Your place of residence belongs to both of you without loan

	 	 Your place of residence belongs to both of you with loan

	 	 You are the owner of your residence with loan

	 	 You are the owner of your residence without loan

	 	 You and your partner each have a place of residence without loan

	 	 You and your partner each have a place of residence with loan

	 	 You and your partner rent in the public sector  
		‑   social housing or subsidised housing?
	 	 You and your partner rent in the private sector?

14.	 How long have you been in this relationship? _______________________

15.	 How did you meet? ____________________________________________________________

	 ______________________________________________________________________________

16.     If you had to write a book about your experience as a member of a blended family, how 
would you divide the chapters?

·	 How was your life before you met your partner?
·	 How did you first speak about the children?
·	 When did you tell your children about your new relationship?
·	 How did you tell your children? Who was there? What did you say or do?
·	 How did they take it?
·	 Did their reaction/attitude change over time? If so, how?
·	 How did your respective families respond to the news of your relationship?  How did you 

tell them, and how did this evolve?
·	 How did you and your partner decide to live together?
·	 How did this transition happen?  From the perspective of the adults? And the children?
·	 How would you describe your relationship with your partner? (and vice versa?)
·	 How do your children from your prior relationship get on with your partner?
·	 How do your children from your prior relationship refer to your partner (stepfather, father, 

by name, other?)
·	 (If applicable) How do you get on with your partner’s children?
·	 (If applicable) Tell me a little about the relationship between your children and those of 

your partner?
·	 How do your children get along? (Children from new relationship with partner and children 

from your prior relationship)
·	 Tell me a little about your children’s relationship with their other biological parent.
·	 (If applicable) Tell me about the relationship between your children (from you prior 

relationship) and the partner of their other parent.
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·	 As a parent, how would you describe your relationship with your own children after you 
had children with your current partner?

·	 How do you and your partner negotiate your roles as parent and step‑parent of the 
children in the household?

17.	 Tell me a little about custodial arrangements.
·	 How are the relationships between all involved parties? (including relationship between 

children in respondent’s custody and those not residing with the new family; and also 
between the current and former partners – PICK UP on issues of cooperation)

·	 (If applicable) What is the frequency of your partner’s (or your other? [if applicable]) 
non‑residential children’s visit?

·	 Any particular times? (e.g. weekends, holidays, etc.)
·	 What role do you take when your partner’s children visit? 
·	 How is supervision done?
·	 Who pays for children’s expenses, gifts etc. during visits?

18. 	 Managing a family budget can be quite complex.  How do you and your partner go about 
this?

·	 Do you have a joint account or separate accounts?  
·	 Do you balance expenditure across all children (‘his’, ‘hers’, ‘ours’)? How? 
·	 What are the challenges faced in budgeting?  
·	 How are money issues negotiated?

19. 	 How did the relationship between you develop over the years? 
·	 Can you mention one or two very significant moments (PICK UP on the ways in which 

partners show they’re making the relationship work.)
·	 What kinds of struggles have you had? What have been the most difficult? 

20. 	 Can you mention a challenge or two that you faced, and which you resolved? Both in your 
daily life together, but also in particular circumstances.

21. 	 What type of support did you find, or did you wish for, as a member of a blended family?

22.  	 What advice would you give to people who enter a family situation like yours?

23. 	 If you had to describe your family life, what are your main thoughts on how things are 
working out? Why?

24. 	 How do you see the future?

25. 	 We are nearing the end of the interview. Is there anything you thought I would ask and I 
didn’t? Or would you like to mention anything else?
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APPENDIX B: 
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
FOR MOTHER’S PARTNER

1.	 Name:	 _________________________________________________

2.	 Sex:	   

	 	 Female	  

	 	 Male	

	 	 Other	

	 	 Prefer not to answer

3.	 Age:    _____________

4.	 Children

Boys Girls Other Gender

No. Age(s) No. Age(s) No. Age(s)

Your children

Your partner’s children

Your children, together

5a.   What is your civil status with your actual partner?

	 	 I cohabit with my actual partner without any legal/official tie

	 	 I cohabit with my actual partner, with a legal contract

	 	 I am civilly married with my actual partner

	 	 I am civilly and religiously married with my actual partner

	 	 I am in a civil union with my actual partner
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5b.     What is your civil status with your previous partner?

	 	 Married and separated from my previous partner

	 	 Married, separated and divorced from my previous partner

	 	 Cohabited with my previous partner before we separated

	 	 I never lived with my previous partner?

6.       Your occupation    _______________________________________

	 	 Fulltime

	 	 Part time

	 	 Unemployed – Looking for a job

	 	 Unemployed – Not currently looking for employment

	 	 Full time student

	 	 Full time Homemaker/carer

7.	 Your current partner’s occupation _____________________________

	 	 Fulltime

	 	 Part time

	 	 Unemployed – Looking for a job

	 	 Unemployed – Not currently looking for employment

	 	 Full time student

	 	 Full time Homemaker/carer

8. 	 Your former partner’s occupation ______________________________

	 	 Fulltime

	 	 Part time

	 	 Unemployed – Looking for a job

	 	 Unemployed – Not currently looking for employment

	 	 Full time student

	 	 Full time Homemaker/carer
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9.      The highest level of education you have attained University ____________

	 	 Post‑Secondary (A Level, Diploma)

	 	 Secondary (O level, SEC)

	 	 Primary

10.	 The highest level of education of your current partner ________________

	 	 University

	 	 Post‑Secondary (A Level, Diploma)

	 	 Secondary (O level, SEC)

	 	 Primary

11.	 Type of residence:

	 	 Apartment

	 	 Maisonette

	 	 Penthouse

	 	 Town house

	 	 Semi‑detached villa

	 	 Villa

	 	 Other

12.	 What is the tenure status of where you reside with your current partner?

	 	 Your place of residence belongs to both of you without loan

	 	 Your place of residence belongs to both of you with loan

	 	 You are the owner of your residence with loan

	 	 You are the owner of your residence without loan

	 	 You and your partner each have a place of residence without loan

	 	 You and your partner each have a place of residence with loan

	 	 You and your partner rent in public sector  ‑ social housing or subsidised housing?

	 	 You and your partner rent in private sector?
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13.	 Who are the members of your current household? 

·	 Adults (who/relationship) ______________________________________

·	 Children (who/relationship)__________________________________

14.	 How long have you been in this relationship? _______________________

15.	 How did you meet?  ___________________________________________

16.	 If you had to write a book about your experience as a member of a blended family, how 
would you divide the chapters?

·	 How was your life before you met your partner?
·	 How did you first speak about the children?
	 (If you have children from a prior relationship)
·	 When did you tell your children about your new relationship?
·	 How did you tell your children? Who was there? What did you say or do?
·	 How did they take it?
·	 Did their reaction/attitude change over time? If so, how?
·	 How did your respective families respond to the news of your relationship?  How did you 

tell them, and how did this evolve?
·	 How did you and your partner decide to live together?
·	 How did this transition happen?  From the perspective of the adults? And the children?
·	 How would you describe your relationship with your partner? (and vice versa?)
·	 (If applicable) How do your children from your prior relationship get on with your partner?
·	 (If applicable) How do your children from your prior relationship refer to your partner (by 

name, other?)
·	 How do you get on with your partner’s children from her prior relationship?
·	 (If applicable) Tell me a little about the relationship between your children and those of 

your partner?
·	 How do your children get along? (partner’s prior children and your mutual children)
·	 Tell me a little about your partner’s children’s relationship with their other biological 

parent.
·	 (If applicable) As a parent, how would you describe your relationship with your own 

children after you had children with your current partner?
·	 How do you and your partner negotiate your roles as parent and step‑parent of the 

children in the household?
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17.	 Tell me a little about custodial arrangements.
·	 How are the relationships between all involved parties? (including relationship between 

children in respondent’s custody and those not residing with the new family; and also 
between the current and former partners – PICK UP on issues of cooperation)

·	 (If applicable) What is the frequency of your (and your partner’s, if applicable) 
non‑residential children’s visit?

·	 Any particular times? (e.g. weekends, holidays, etc.)
·	 How is supervision done?
·	 Who pays for children’s expenses, gifts etc. during visits?

18.	 What can you tell me about your experience of jointly raising your partner’s children? 
·	 What do you feel comfortable doing?
·	 What do you feel uncomfortable doing?

19.        Managing a family budget can be quite complex.  How do you go about this?
·	 Do you have a joint account or separate accounts?  
·	 Do you balance expenditure across all children (‘his’, ‘hers’, ‘ours’)? How? 
·	 What are the challenges faced in budgeting?  
·	 How are money issues negotiated?

20. 	 How did the relationship between you develop over the years? 
·	 Can you mention one or two very significant moments (PICK UP on the ways in which 

partners show they’re making the relationship work.)
·	 What kinds of struggles have you had? What have been the most difficult? 

21. 	 Can you mention a challenge or two that you faced, and which you resolved? Both in your 
daily life together, but also in particular circumstances.

22. 	 What type of support did you find, or did you wish for, as a member of a blended family?

23. 	 If you had to describe your family life, what are your main thoughts on how things are 
working out? Why?

24. 	 What advice would you give to people who enter a family situation like yours?

25. 	 How do you see the future?

26. 	 We are nearing the end of the interview. Is there anything you thought I would ask and I 
didn’t? Or would you like to mention anything else?
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APPENDIX C: 
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE
FOR STEPCHILD
NOTE: Interviews with all children were be carried out after the interviews with their mother and 
her partner, to allow the interviewer to gain a clear picture of the child’s family arrangements.

1.  	 Can you draw your family tree for me please?
	 OR Please describe your family to me and I will draw your family tree and we can check it 

together.

2.   	 Tell me about each of your family members and who you live with.

3.  	  How do you get on with your family?

4.   	  What do you like to do together as a family?

5.   	  What do you like to do with each person in your family?

6.     	 Talk to me about your life within this family.
	 ·	 Tell me a little about what you remember when you started to live together.
	 ·	 How old were you?
	 ·	 How did you feel?
	 ·	 Do you feel that you had been prepared well enough for this change?

Interviewer is to choose the most appropriate question and its sub‑questions from the following:

·	 Did you continue to live in the same place? 
	 •	 How did you feel about this?
	 •	 How did you feel when your mother’s partner came to live in your house?  
	 •	 And how do you feel now?  
		 •	 (If applicable) How did you feel when the children of your mother’s partner 
			  started coming to your house?  
			  •	 How do you feel now?  
			  •	 How do you get on with them?
·	 How did you feel when your brother/sister was born (where your mother and her partner 

are the parents)?  
	 ·	 Did you feel prepared? 
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OR

·	 Did you change the house where you lived?  
	 •	 How did you feel about this?  
	 •	 Did you have to change your school?
	 •	 Did you also have to find new friends?  
	 •	 How did you feel that your mother’s partner came to live in your house?  
	 •	 And how do you feel about all this now?  
	 •	 (If applicable) How did you feel when the children of your mother’s partner 
			  started coming to your house?  
			  •	 How do you feel now?  
			  •	 How do you get on with them?

·	 How did you feel when your brother/sister was born (where your mother and her partner 
are the parents)?  

	 ·	 Did you feel prepared? 

OR

·	 Did you go with your mother to live at their partner’s house?  
	 •	 How did you feel about this?
	 •	 Did you have to change your school?
	 •	 Did you also have to find new friends?  
	 •	 How do you feel about all this now?  
	 •	  (If applicable) And how did it feel to move into a house where the children of 
			  your mother’s partner sometimes visited?  (Was this house their home before 
			  you started living in it?) 
	 •	 How do you get on with them?

	 ·	 How did you feel when your brother/sister was born (where your mother 
			  and her partner are the parents)?  
			  ·	 Did you feel prepared? 

7. 	 (Only ask this question if applicable).  You live with your mother and go to stay with your 
father on one or more days a week.

·	 Does your father have a partner?  
·	 How do you feel when you go there? 
·	 How often do you go?  
·	 How do you get on with your father?
·	 (If applicable) And how do you get on with his partner   
·	 Tell me a little about how you spend your time together.  
·	 Do you feel that you have enough time with your father?
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8.     Nowadays, who do you ask permission from if you need to do something special (e.g.: go 
to a party with friends; stay after school to rehearse for a school event?) 

	 ·	 How do you feel about this? 

9.    Nowadays, who corrects you if you do something wrong?  
	 ·	 What do you think about this?

10.  	 Who do you ask for money if you need to buy an everyday item?
	 ·	 How do you feel about this? 

11. 	 Who do you ask for money if you need something more expensive?    
	 ·	 How do you feel about this? 

12. 	 What do you like most about your family?

13.  	 Where do you find love in your family?  
	 ·	 Tell me how you feel about it.

For younger children

Do you feel your different family members love you? 
·	 How can you tell?

14.  	 Is there anything that bothers you?

15.  	 What type of support do you find in your family?

16.  	 What type of support would you like in/from your family?

17. 	 If you had to describe your family life, what are your main thoughts on how things are 
working out? Why?

We are nearing the end of the interview.

18.  	 What advice would you give other children who find themselves in a family like yours?

19.   	 What advice would you give their parents?

20.  	 Is there something you would like to tell me / add which we did not talk about? 
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APPENDIX D:  
INTERVIEW SCHEDULE 
FOR BIOLOGICAL FATHER

1.	 Name:	 _________________________________________________

2.	 Sex:	

	 	 	 Female	  

	 	 Male	

	 	 Other	

	 	 Prefer not to answer

3.	 Age:    _____________

4.	 Do you have a current partner?   

	 	 	 Yes 	 	 	  No

5.	 Children

Boys Girls Other Gender

No. Age(s) No. Age(s) No. Age(s)

Your children with your 
former partner
Your children with new 
partner, if applicable
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6.  	 (If applicable) What is your civil status with your actual partner?

	 	 I cohabit with my actual partner without any legal/official tie

	 	 I cohabit with my actual partner, with a legal contract

	 	 I am civilly married with my actual partner

	 	 I am civilly and religiously married with my actual partner

	 	 I am in a civil union with my actual partner

7.  	 What is your civil status with your previous partner?

	 	 Married and separated from my previous partner

	 	 Married, separated and divorced from my previous partner

	 	 Cohabited with my previous partner before we separated

	 	 I never lived with my previous partner?

8.  	 Your occupation   _________________________________________________

	 	 Fulltime

	 	 Part time

	 	 Unemployed – Looking for a job

	 	 Unemployed – Not currently looking for employment

	 	 Full time student

	 	 Full time Homemaker/Carer

9.	 (If applicable) Your current partner’s occupation   _____________________

	 	 Fulltime

	 	 Part time

	 	 Unemployed – Looking for a job

	 	 Unemployed – Not currently looking for employment

	 	 Full time student

	 	 Full time Homemaker/Carer
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10. 	 Your former partner’s occupation ______________________________

	 	 Fulltime

	 	 Part time

	 	 Unemployed – Looking for a job

	 	 Unemployed – Not currently looking for employment

	 	 Full time student

	 	 Full time Homemaker/Carer

11.     The highest level of education you attained ____________________

	 	 University

	 	 Post‑Secondary (A Level, Diploma)

	 	 Secondary (O level, SEC)

	 	 Primary

12.	 The highest level of education of your current partner _______________

	 	 University

	 	 Post‑Secondary (A Level, Diploma)

	 	 Secondary (O level, SEC)

	 	 Primary

13.	 Type of residence:

	 	 Town house

	 	 Maisonette

	 	 Apartment

	 	 Penthouse

	 	 Semi‑detached villa

	 	 Villa

	 	 Other
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14.	 What is your tenure status with regard to the dwelling you are residing in with your current 
partner?

	 	 Your place of residence belongs to both of you without loan

	 	 Your place of residence belongs to both of you with loan

	 	 You are the owner of your residence with loan

	 	 You are the owner of your residence without loan

	 	 You and your partner each have a place of residence without loan

	 	 You and your partner each have a place of residence with loan

	 	 You and your partner rent in public sector ‑ social housing or subsidised housing?

	 	 You and your partner rent in private sector?

15.	 Who are the members of your current household? (Prompt: adults, children)

16.	 How long has it been since you separated from the mother of your child/ren?

17.	 How would you describe your current relationship with your former partner, the mother 
of your child(ren) (and vice versa)?

18.	 How would you describe your current relationship with your children from your previous 
partner? (and vice versa)?

19.	 (If applicable) How do your children from your previous relationship get on with your 
current partner?

20.	 Tell me a little about custodial arrangements.

	 	 How are the relationships between all involved parties? (including relationship 
between children in respondent’s custody and those not residing with the new 
family, and also including between your current and former partners? – PICK UP on 
issues of cooperation and communication between former and current partners)

	 	 How often do your children visit?

	 	 What are visiting times? (e.g. weekends, holidays, shared on an equal basis, etc.)

	 	 How is supervision done?

	 	 What are the arrangements regarding child maintenance?

	 	 Who pays for your children’s expenses, gifts etc. whilst they are visiting you?

	 	 (If applicable) What role does your partner take when your children visit?
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21.     Can you mention a challenge or two that you have faced as a father?  What helped you to 
resolve these challenges? 

22.	 What type of support did you find, or did you wish for, as a father?

23.	 If you had to describe your family life, what are your main thoughts on how things are 
working out? Why?

24.	 What advice would you give to people who are in a situation like yours?

25.	 How do you see the future?

26.	 We are nearing the end of the interview. Is there anything you thought I might ask you 
and I didn’t? Or do you want to add anything else?
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APPENDIX E: 
FROMA WALSH’S FRAMEWORK: 
KEY PROCESSES 
IN FAMILY RESILIENCE
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Source: Walsh, F. (2003). Family resilience: A framework for clinical practice. Family process, 42(1), 1‑18.
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