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Abstract

Processes of marketisation and financialisation of housing have raised a question 
over whether Southern European institutional frameworks are being disrupted. By 
focusing on the case of Malta, this paper argues that, rather than being disrupted, 
traditionally key institutions, such as the family, are putting up resistance and 
finding new opportunities in those very same processes. More specifically, this 
paper shows how the family, as a defining institution in Malta’s (and Southern 
Europe’s) institutional framework, resorts to offensive and defensive strategies by 
means of which it promotes entryways to homeownership in the face of rising 
property prices, thus ensuring social reproduction. This manifests in a multiplicity 
of strategies, including (i) co-residence, as well as intergenerational transfers such 
as (ii) property as gift, (iii) financial resources such as gifted cash, intra-family loans, 
and loan guarantees, and (iv) social and cultural capital, though such strategies are 
also marked by wealth and income inequality. Individuals thus remain permanent 
fledglings, tied closely to their family for support in a reciprocity-based relationship 
that sustains family solidarity. This paper marks a contribution to the growing 
literature on housing in Malta, so far largely framed in terms of the question 
of affordability. By proposing the notion of housing systems, this paper seeks to 
broaden the currently-narrow discussion limited to notions such as ‘housing 
markets’ and ‘the household’. The notion of housing systems also allows us to move 
away from ahistorical and non-contextual measures that are themselves products 
of those very same processes of marketisation and financialisation.

I would like to sincerely thank the reviewer, Prof. Michael Briguglio, for the valuable comments 
and suggestions. The paper also benefitted greatly from the feedback of participants at the 
Work in Progress Seminar Series (WIPSS) on 19 October 2023, and a seminar at the Housing 
Authority on 31 January 2024. Any remaining errors are my own.

1 Dr Dylan Cassar is a Lecturer in the Department of Sociology, Faculty of Arts, at the University of Malta.
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Introduction
The housing question in Europe and beyond has emerged as a key problem 
of the 21st century. No less in Malta, where a decade of unprecedented 
economic growth since 2013 was accompanied by rising property and 
rental prices, giving rise to a national discussion on housing broadly, and 
housing affordability more specifically. While recent local scholarship has 
begun slowly chipping away at the multi-levelled problem of housing, it is 
largely restricted to housing affordability and, as such, abstracts away from 
examining the institutional set-up characterising Malta’s housing system. 

In this paper, I want to pay attention to one institution which has been 
neglected in the local literature on housing, but which historically has 
played a key role in Malta’s housing system – the family. I would like to 
argue that, like Southern European societies (Allen et al., 2004), the 
internal solidarity of the Maltese family, composed of an extended network 
of kinship relations, ensures social reproduction via housing, primarily 
through the provision of essential financial and non-financial resources. 
Gifts, intergenerational transfers and family structures are some of the 
strategies by which the family facilitates and opens novel entryways to 
homeownership. These resources bind the children even further to the 
family, who attain the status of permanent fledglings, relying on familial 
support during a key rite of passage into adulthood as they leave the 
parental home. In turn, the children are expected to reciprocate by the 
provision of care to their parents at old age, including by taking them in 
their homes.

The very act of acquiring a home in the first place, aided by the family, 
is an investment - ‘an investment in stone’, one often hears say, because 
it is widely conceived of as an ultra-safe investment (Baldacchino, 2021). 
Stone rarely wavers, property too. But the investment in stone is also an 
investment in social reproduction – in their (future) children, and the 
family more broadly. A stock of wealth is bound up in the property that is 
released, often in inheritance, but increasingly earlier on in life in the form 
of a gift. The investment, then, reaps its return when this is passed on to the 
offspring. This is especially the case in a context where homeownership is 
the norm, has been a matter of social policy for many decades (Schelkle, 
2012), and in which the discourse of homeownership is so prevalent.

This unfolds against a context of increased commodification and 
financialisation of housing (Aalbers, 2016; Fuller, 2019), which processes 
threaten not only the place of the family in the provision of housing, but 
also the ability of individuals to enter (or even maintain) homeownership. 
But rather than disrupting its place - and partly as a response to this 
existential threat - the family resorts to strategies by means of which it 
promotes owner-occupied housing to the children, thus ensuring social 
reproduction. Strategies families seek can be defensive, by which they 
defend the ability of an individual to access homeownership in a context 
in which such access is increasingly problematic. But they may also be 
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offensive, by which they may seek to propel the prospective homeowner further up the property 
ladder and thus acquire ‘more’ or ‘better’ housing.  From this viewpoint, the institution of the family 
and its place in Malta’s housing system deserves more serious attention.

To speak of ‘the family’, and especially ‘the Maltese family’, is to risk essentialising - to cause all 
meaningful distinctions internal to the family to implode into a singular category. Indeed, recent 
transformations in the demography and life of the modern family need to be acknowledged. This is 
evident in recent patterns, such as the rise of single adult families and lone parenthood, marriage 
breakdowns, and blended families, as well as patterns of mobility primarily in terms of an inflow 
of migrant workers, prompting some to speak of ‘families’ (Vella et al., 2022). These developments 
in family demography and family life also present novel challenges and dynamics in housing. 
For instance, individuals experiencing family breakdown and migrant workers have been facing 
significant challenges in access to and the quality of housing (Cassar et al. 2023). However, while 
much has been written locally from a sociological lens about the changing composition of the 
family (or, hence, families), the latter has rarely been treated as an actor in its own right. This paper 
marshals a definition of the Southern European and Maltese family (with all its internal differences) 
as an extended network of kinship relations through which resources flow – one that operates as a 
strategic actor.

In making my case that Malta’s housing system is constituted fundamentally by the family as a 
strategic actor, I will first seek to clear up some conceptual pitfalls of current public discourse and local 
scholarship, after which I locate Malta’s housing system in its European context, and then I discuss 
the developing institutional framework within which Malta’s housing system has been moulded. 
Finally, I will offer a set of empirical data, informed by auto-ethnographical insights, to support my 
argument that the Maltese family remains, to this day, a key support network in housing access that 
operates on the basis of reciprocity, mutual obligations and gift exchange. And it is simultaneously 
an adaptable, resourceful, and strategic agent that develops both defensive and offensive strategies 
in the face of cross-cutting threats and opportunities presented by market processes.
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1.1
From housing markets to housing systems, from households 
to families: navigating some conceptual pitfalls

Current public and policy discussion on housing largely revolves around the notion of housing 
affordability (KPMG-MDA, 2023; Grant Thornton, 2023), which has largely reduced the problem of 
access to housing to a quantifiable relationship between property prices (or housing costs more 
broadly) and household incomes. Property price-to-income ratios and debt service-to-income ratios 
have become the key measures of affordability, thus framing the discussion of access to housing in 
these economistic terms. Such accounts treat the individual, or more commonly the household, as 
an abstracted and atomised unit that operates entirely within the boundaries of a housing market. 
Two key epistemological problems arise. 

Firstly, if our discussion of housing remains restricted to the housing market – and so far it 
overwhelmingly is, as evident in the public narrative, in scholarship, and even in policy discourse 
- we risk neglecting the place of other institutions in the provision of housing and housing access. 
An uncritical invocation of the market would suggest an asocial, bounded, self-regulating entity 
that stands apart from other social, political, institutional forces. But, as the political economist and 
geographer Jamie Peck (2005, p. 158, emphasis in original) argues, markets “operate in the context of, 
and are infused with, particular configurations of cultural, legal, political, and institutional relations”. 
The market hence does not stand as an “Archimedean point around which alternative, “more social” 
systems are arrayed”. Rather, the market operates within a system and this is also true for housing 
markets. Within this system the market is merely one institution, albeit increasingly a fundamental 
one, shaping access to housing. States have, to various extents and in different ways, played a key 
role in the provision of housing across Europe historically, no less in Malta, although they have over 
the past years surrendered housing provision to the market and taken on a residualist role tackling 
‘market failures’ (Czischke, 2009). Other institutions, such as the Church, housing associations, social 
landlords, and a gamut of other actors have also played a role on the boundaries or even outside of 
the housing market in Europe. 

From this viewpoint, I will suggest that it would be more appropriate to speak of housing systems 
(see e.g. Stephens, 2020; Kemeny, 2006). Within Malta’s housing system, and amongst the various 
institutions that have historically played an important role in the provision of housing, is the 
family. Indeed, it is my contention that the Maltese family remains a central institution in Malta’s 
housing system, enabling social reproduction via housing by providing resources in the form of 
intergenerational transfers that support access to housing, and homeownership more specifically.

This brings us to the second limitation of current local scholarship on housing. For the latter remains 
married to the household as the primary unit of analysis. We are presented, then, with a picture of 
a society inhabited by individual households whose access to housing is largely determined by the 
purchasing power (i.e. income) of that same household. Such a laser focus on the household betrays 
the possibility, indeed likelihood, that individuals draw on a broader set of resources (financial or 
non-financial) as afforded by the extended network of the family.

The concept of the family in Southern European societies is not interchangeable with the concept 
of the household (Allen et al., 2004) . The Southern European family cuts across multiple households 
and is defined as a network of kinship relations in which reciprocity is the governing principle of 
exchange internal to the network. With respect to housing, then, individuals in Southern Europe  may 
rely not only on their income, but also on familial resources as an entryway to housing. And we have 
every reason to believe, as I will argue, that Malta is no exception. The Maltese family – an institution 
to which the Maltese retain a strong attachment (Abela, 2006) - is composed of an extended set of 
members who may not necessarily live under the same roof, but maintain strong ties, aided too by 
locational proximity in spatial and social terms (Tabone, 1994) in a microstate characterised, among 
other factors, by intimacy and diffuse (familial and non-familial) interdependent networks (Sultana 
and Baldacchino (1994).
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Housing systems in 
Malta and Europe

Having cleared up definitional terms and potential conceptual pitfalls, 
we can now turn to discuss the particular configuration of housing 
systems in Europe, and Southern European housing systems in specific. 
Southern European housing systems have come to be seen as distinct 
in the European constellation of institutional frameworks. The seminal 
work of Allen et al. (2004) throws light on a number of distinguishing 
characteristics of Southern European housing systems. Amongst these 
characteristics are tenure patterns. As evident from Table 1, Southern 
European countries exhibit generally higher rates of homeownership 
than the rest of Europe, and they also have small social-rental and social 
housing sectors.

2.1
Housing systems in Europe: Southern 
Europe as a distinct housing system

Homeownership rates, (2005 and 2022)

2005 (%) 2022 (%)

Cyprus 74.1 69.6

Greece 75.6 72.8

Italy 73.2 74.3

Malta 79.6 82.6

Portugal 74.4 77.8

Spain 80.6 76.0

Southern European countries (average) 76.3 75.5

Denmark 66.6 59.6

Austria 59.0 51.4
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But what explains these varying tenure patterns? The literature on welfare regimes, inspired by 
Esping-Andersen’s (1990) influential work, claims that housing systems broadly reflect welfare 
regimes. i.e. the degree of commodification and the relationship between welfare programmes and 
social stratification. Kemeny (1981, 1992), for instance, has claimed that a causal inverse relationship 
exists between homeownership levels and the strength of the welfare state. Liberal regimes (e.g. 
the UK and US) exhibit high homeownership rates because households purchasing property have 
high upfront costs (e.g. in the form of a downpayment) and therefore they will be averse towards 
taxation, while homeownership after retirement age means that they have lower housing costs and 
can forego a state-provided pension. Corporatist or continental regimes (e.g. Germany, Austria), in 
turn, are societies of renters because costs are spread out over the life-course of the household, and 
as a result they will accept taxation, and thus stronger welfare states.

But the welfare regime systems, Allen et al. (2004) argue, pays only lip service to the role of the family 
in the provision of welfare, and Esping Andersen’s analysis largely boils down to treating welfare 
systems as different configurations between states and markets. And yet, the relationship between 
the family and welfare broadly (and housing specifically) is a key characteristic which defines 
Southern European societies. Inspired by Esping-Andersen, several scholars have extended his 
analysis by making the case for a Southern European regime, in which the family plays an important 
role in the provision of housing in the absence of direct state involvement and weak markets. It is 
not within the scope of this paper to provide a comprehensive review of the decades-long fervent 
discussion and contestations around the key features and categorisations of the regime – indeed, 
it has been termed ‘rudimentary (Barlow and Duncan, 1994), ‘Southern European family’ (Castles, 
1993); Latin Rim (Liebfried, 1992); and a Southern European welfare model (Ferrera, 1996). Suffice 
it to say that this regime contains enough internal homogeneity to allow us to make a claim of a 
separate, distinct system compared to other European systems.

There is a sense in which the housing tenure patterns exhibited today in Southern Europe are the 
result of the family taking over the provision of housing in a context where the state and markets 

Homeownership rates, (2005 and 2022)

Sweden 68.1 64.2

Norway 82.7 79.4

Belgium 72.2 72.5

France 61.8 63.4

Germany 53.3 46.7

Finland 71.8 69.5

Norway 82.7 79.4

Netherlands 63.9 70.6

Other European countries (average) 66.6 64.1

Table 1: Homeownership rates, selected European countries 
Source: Eurostat
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were absent or weak. Unlike Northern European societies, in which the 
state was active in the provision of housing (especially in the form of 
social-rented sector) to satisfy the needs of the Fordist industrialisation 
process, Southern European societies did not see an equivalent active 
state in housing provision. Hence, the family took over that role especially 
in a context where market-based finance was also restricted (Allen et al., 
2004). 

Southern European individuals and couples draw on resources – both 
financial and in-kind - from the extended kinship network, in order 
to satisfy their housing needs, thus becoming homeowners through 
practices of legal and at times even illegal (e.g. housing built overnight on 
urban peripheries) self-promotion of housing. But the internal solidarity of 
the family may allow other family strategies beyond monetary and non-
monetary exchange relations. These include specific family structures, 
such as long periods of co-residence for sons and daughters (i.e. the 
period before which nestlings ‘leave their nest’), providing support in the 
face of unemployment or allowing time for career establishment and 
accumulation of wealth in the form of savings (especially important for 
housing access).

Housing systems in Southern Europe, then, are characterised by a 
number of distinguishing features: specific tenure patterns such as high 
homeownership, housing as a family operation, a consonant relationship 
between housing and family formation, and a high degree of secondary 
homes (Allen et al., 2004). Housing systems, then, are explainable by 
specific configurations among states, markets, and the family. Southern 
Europe’s housing system is distinct primarily in terms of the role played 
by the family in the provision of housing broadly (Ferrera, 1996; Allen et al., 
2004). This raises the question of where Malta’s housing system is located 
within this constellation of housing system across Europe, and the key 
characteristics which define it.
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Despite proliferating work on Southern European 
housing systems, Malta’s housing system rarely features 
in this literature. The one and true exception remains 
Vakili-Zad’s work (2007), undoubtedly one of the most 
important and seminal contributions, in both scope 
and detail, to the literature on Malta’s history of housing. 
Although it is primarily a study on housing policy, its 
institutionalist approach opens the way for a proper 
appreciation of the respective institutions that shaped 
not only local policy on housing, but the local housing 
system more generally. Drawing on this work, this section 
seeks to offer a brief overview of Malta’s housing system 
and to locate it in its European context.

As evident in Table 1, Malta’s homeownership rate 
is relatively high in comparison to its European 
counterparts. Indeed, by 2022 it was even higher than 
other Southern European nations. Vakili-Zad points to 
policy as an explanatory factor which explains Malta’s 
homeownership rate. Over the years, the state promoted 
housing though intensive programmes such as 
homeownership programmes, including major housing 
estate projects. Importantly, a series of (in)famous 
homeownership schemes were introduced in the 1960s, 
intensifying in the 1970s and 1980s. These were supported 
by heavily subsidised finance, institutionalised through 
the Lohombus Bank (Loans for Homes Business) which 
afforded credit for house purchase on favourable terms. 

But homeownership schemes often provided land 
(plots) – often purchased from the private sector at low 
prices - not housing units. The onus to construct the 
unit was put on the prospective homeowner who would 
need to finance the construction. Turning inwards to 
the family, the prospective homeowner relied on intra-
familial resources such as cash and in-kind help of various 
sorts, such as manual labour in the construction of the 
property. Conducive to this was a labour force wherein 
construction-related skills were abundant, particularly 
working class families who were also disproportionately 
the recipients of homeownership schemes’ plots.

2.2
Malta’s housing system in context

4 Making resort to debt in order to finance one’s home was stigmatised (MacDonald, 2004, in Vakili-Zad 2007).
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In effect, one could argue that the local housing system was historically 
shaped by an implicit collaboration and mutual understanding between 
the state which provides land, and the family which provides the 
resources with which to finance the construction of the housing unit 
on state-provided land. Figure 1, based on the Household Finance and 
Consumption Survey, displays the way by which residential property was 
acquired by current homeowners – whether they purchased, whether they 
constructed it themselves, or through other means (e.g. as inheritance or 
as gift). For those homeowners who acquired their property before 1990, 
about half (55%) purchased their property and a significant one-third 
(32%) of the household population constructed the property themselves 
(see section 3 for a discussion about the ‘other’ category).

Although the survey does not ask for more detail about self-construction, 
it is likely that the prospective homeowners who constructed their own 
property received some form of support from their family (indeed, the 
survey definition of ‘self-construction’ includes the possibility of support 
from family or friends). Also known as self-help housing provision, popular 
in Southern Europe and post-socialist countries (Stephens et al., 2015), 
such support may have taken the form of financial support or - even more 
importantly in many instances – non-financial support related to the 
physical construction of the property (from stonemasonry to tile laying, 
and other finishing work). One also cannot exclude the possibility that 
those who purchased their property may have received similar support - 
financial or otherwise - from the family, too. 

Figure 1: Way of acquiring property, by year of acquisition
Source: MT-HFCS 2020, CBM	
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The Catholic Church, too, has had an immeasurable influence on Malta’s welfare system (Vakili-Zad, 
2007). With respect to housing, the Church has historically promoted homeownership both in its 
discourse and in practice. At various points throughout Malta’s post-war history it put pressure on the 
state to sustain homeownership across the board and for specific groups, as indeed happened in the 
1960s when the Church lobbied the government to target ‘engaged couples’ in the homeownership 
schemes. It was also at times prominent in the provision of land and housing, particularly to 
vulnerable groups. (It also handed over a stock of land to the state from its land portfolio in the 1992 
Church-State Agreement, earmarked for social projects such as social housing, environment and 
agriculture). And one of the core banks in Malta involved in the provision of property mortgages is 
APS Bank, owned by the Archdiocese of Malta. 

Where does this, then, leave us in terms of locating Malta in European housing systems? There is 
ultimately a sense in which regimes or models are ideal-types and hence each specific national/
regional system can only approximate one ideal-type or another without fitting neatly into one 
system. Indeed, Malta’s system traces influences from its long period of British rule, and for this 
reason Camilleri (1999) classifies it within the liberal model. But it also bears strong similarities with 
the Mediterranean and Southern European societies. That Malta cannot fit neatly into one welfare 
model is also the conclusion reached by Briguglio and Bugeja (2011), defining it as a hybrid regime. 
While similarly unable to categorise Malta’s regime neatly into one model, Vakili-Zad (2007) places 
Malta into a transitional place in between the liberal Anglo-Saxon system and the Mediterranean 
system, but also doubles down on the latter claiming it “to be closer to [the Mediterranean regime]” 
(p. 5). While it is not within the scope of this research to define comprehensively Malta’s housing 
system, the key role played by the family in the (self-)provision of housing bears strong similarities 
with the ways in which Southern European housing was often produced, suggesting that, at least in 
terms of housing, Malta’s system is comparable to Southern Europe’s distinct one.

13Working paper
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Housing over the past two decades has seen a process of marketisation and commodification 
across European societies, and this is also evident in Malta’s housing system. The commodification 
of housing may be evidently gauged from Figure 1, as the acquisition of property shifted towards 
purchases and away from self-construction. The rental sector, too, has experienced a process of 
gradual liberalisation following decades of rent controls. The state liberalised the market for post-
1995 rental agreements in 1995, later reformed the pre-1995 rental regime in 2009 (Xerri, 2013, 2014) 
, and established a regulatory framework through the Private Residential Lease Act, which reforms 
impacted security of tenure and rental costs (Xerri, 2021; Briguglio, 2021). While the rental market 
is not within the scope of this paper, it forms part of a larger drive towards the enacting of a liberal 
housing market as the single provider of housing, and a withdrawal of the state from housing 
(Cassar et al., 2023). That the housing market has become the only perceived provider of housing is 
also evident in the public discourse as well as policy discourse - in fact, even the state, in the form of 
the local housing authority, speaks of housing markets and presents its role as filling market failures.

More specifically, some have argued that housing has more recently seen a process of financialisation 
(Aalbers, 2016; Fuller, 2019). The increasing prominence of finance in the provision of housing takes 
many forms, from mortgage finance to securitisation instruments that stood at the heart of the 
global financial crisis of 2007/2008. This has led to new attempts at cutting through the various 
regimes’ characteristics across Europe and beyond. Schwartz and Seabrooke (2009), for instance, 

2.3
Recent developments in Malta 
and Europe’s housing system

Figure 2: Relative deviation from average OECD levels of mortgage debt to GDP and owner-occupation 
prevailing 1992-2002 (percentage points)
Source: Reproduced from Schwartz and Seabrooke (2009)
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have recently offered a new typology drawing on the welfare regimes literature and the Varieties of 
Capitalism approaches. This typology locates various OECD countries along (the relative deviation 
from the average of) two variables: mortgage debt-to-GDP (reflecting the degree to which housing 
finance is liberal/constrained) and homeownership rates (reflecting the respective roles of the state, 
markets and family) between 1992 and 2002. Southern European countries are located in the bottom 
right quadrant together with many post-socialist countries, represented by higher homeownership 
rates but lower mortgage debt-to-GDP, and these are termed collectively as ‘familial’. While Malta is 
not represented, owing to the fact that it is not an OECD country, its historically high homeownership 
rate and low mortgage debt-to-GDP (Malta’s banking system was liberalised in the early 1990s) 
would put it closest to the familial model when measures of financialisation are considered.

More recently, Van Gunten and Navot (2018) have investigated rising indebtedness in selected 
European countries. Acknowledging the rising indebtedness levels in Spain and Portugal, which 
had traditionally formed part of the ‘familial/Southern European model’, they have claimed that the 
“the dramatic increase of debt on the Iberian peninsula raises the question of whether this model 
remains valid. We show that two Southern European countries (Spain and Portugal) have broken 
away from the “Catholic-familial” model.” (Van Gunten and Navot, 2018, p. 93).

Figure 3: Debt-to-income and mortgage market deviation from mean (2016), selected European countries
Source: Reproduced from Cassar (2023)
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In a recent article (Cassar, 2023), I investigated the place of finance in Maltese society with respect 
to housing. Drawing on a wealth of national statistics and survey data, I claimed that Malta is 
experiencing a process of financialisation of the household. Indeed, by all accounts, Malta’s mortgage 
debt has been on the increase and it is on a similar trajectory to Spain’s and Portugal’s, though 
somewhat belatedly (See Figure 3). The recent booms in property prices, firstly prior to the accession 
to the European Union in 2004, and later from 2013 onwards, has meant that increasingly many 
prospective homeowners are compelled to turn to the banking system in order to finance their 
residential home.
 
This raises the question of whether Malta’s housing system is breaking away from the Southern 
European or Mediterranean model, a conclusion reached by Vakili-Zad (2007, p. 212) already by 2007. 
More incisively, is Malta converging to the liberal model owing to processes of banking liberalisation 
and financialisation more broadly? From this viewpoint, financialisation presents a serious threat 
to, if not complete uprooting of, established institutional arrangements in local residential housing 
systems. Is Malta, then, moving away from the familial model? 

Yet, such claims might only be the result of the largely acontextual and comparative assessment 
that relies entirely on a small number of somewhat arbitrarily-selected quantitative measures (e.g. 
homeownership rates, and mortgage-debt-to-GDP). Surely, if we want to properly assess institutional 
change we need a deeper assessment informed by the kind of historical long-run picture presented 
earlier (Blackwell and Kohl, 2019), and through more fine-grained analysis? In the next section, I want 
to argue that despite pressures of financialisation that threaten to supplant established institutions 
- primarily the family - from the local institutional framework, these may offer resistance and in 
many ways prove a resourceful and strategic agents in the face of such pressures.

16Working paper
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Family strategies and 
intergenerational transfers 
in Malta’s contemporary 
housing system

The housing system specific to a society might define but not determine 
the conditions of and options around housing access, including tenure 
options and systems of financing. Indeed, as Allen et al. (2004, p. 31) argue, 
“the choices open to specific households are also shaped by wider family 
strategies. These strategies, in turn, are shaped by the nature of family 
solidarity, the nature and scale of both monetary and other resources 
which families can mobilise in order to gain access to housing and by 
adaptations in the family cycle, such as delay in household formation 
and older people living more often with their children.” We need to pay 
attention, then, to family strategies as a fundamental component of 
housing systems, particularly of Southern European housing systems. 

Indeed, there is evidence to show that Southern European homeowners 
received familial support to acquire their homes to a significantly higher 
degree when compared to other contexts. Albertini et al. (2018), drawing 
on the Survey of Health, Ageing and Retirement in Europe (SHARE), show 
how slightly less than half (45.8%) of the Southern European population 
received help from family to acquire their home, or received their home as 
a bequest or as a gift, while the figures for Nordic and Continental countries 
were significantly lower (at 12.5% and 21% respectively). Co-residence is also 
evidently stronger in Southern European societies.

This section draws on empirical data from the Eurostat’s Statistics on 
Income and Living Conditions (SILC) survey and from the Household 
Finance and Consumption Network’s (HFCN) survey (see ECB, n,d., CBM 
n,d). Its scope is not to present a comparative perspective between 
Malta and European societies, but mainly to focus on the Maltese case in 
some depth. While the data drawn on here are derived from household 
surveys, and given the lament with which this paper opened about the 
risks associated with taking the household as the unit of analysis, the 
very same household surveys do offer data which bypasses said issues. 
For instance, data about co-residence, intergenerational transfers, and 
gifts from relatives avoid the pitfalls of an uncritical dependence on the 
household as the unit of analysis.
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Across Europe, evidently different practices are in place around co-residence, and in turn, the point 
at which the young leave their parental nest. Southern European societies see their young residing 
with their parents for a significantly longer period than other societies. As evident from Table 2, the 
share of young adults, defined as those aged between 18-34, living with their parents is relatively 
high in Southern Europe and much lower elsewhere, particularly the Nordic countries. Around 59% 
of young adults in Malta live with their parents, one of the highest rates in Europe. The average age 
at which young adults leave their parental household is therefore much higher in Malta, at around 
30 years, compared to Northern Europe which is in the early 20s. 

3.1
From nestling to (permanent) fledgling: 
Co-residence

Share of young adults, aged -18
34, living with their parents

Estimated average age of 
young people leaving the 

parental household

2005 2022 2005 2022

United Kingdom 29.1 36.8 23.5 25

Denmark 17.0 15.5 : 21.7

Finland 22.6 16.7 22 21.3

Sweden 20.5 12.5 : 21.4

Norway 18.7 22.0 : 22.4

Austria 44.5 38.6 25.4 25.3

Belgium 39.3 43.5 25.4 26.3

France 31.7 43.4 23.7 23.4

Germany 49.1 31.3 23.9 23.8

Netherlands 31.9 35.5 23.3 23

Cyprus 52.7 53.5 26.3 27.5

Greece 57.9 71.9 28.3 30.7

Italy 60.9 69.4 29.7 30.0

Malta 60.7 59.3 29.5 30.1

Portugal 56.9 70.7 28.2 29.7

Spain 55.8 65.9 28.6 30.3

Table 2: Share of young adults, aged 18-34, living with their parents; Estimated average age of young people 
leaving their parental household, selected European countries, 2005, 2022 
Source: Eurostat
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Some have argued that this constitutes a gift of ‘space’ (Isengard et al., 
2018), but it is more than mere space, and manifests in financial form, too. 
Parents in Southern Europe, including in Malta, afford young individuals 
about 5 to 10 years of ‘space’ (compared to other European countries), that 
effectively results in significantly lower expenses: housing costs, utility bills, 
food costs. It would be fair to argue that while some young adults might 
contribute to these costs, many in fact do not. Lower expenses could 
translate into a gift from the parents who cover these expenses themselves. 
Such practices also allow young individuals to further their education at 
ever higher levels, which generally translates into higher incomes.

This often also results in increased savings (or consumption), supporting 
the saving up for the downpayment and other housing-related costs (e.g. 
in the doing up of the home) later in in life. But going against this grain 
is finance: the older an individual is when making the decision to take 
out a loan, the lower the time available to repay the loan (given the cap 
of retirement age imposed by banks), hence the higher the monthly loan 
repayment, and the lower the purchasing power of the individual at the 
point of taking out a home loan.

Co-residence manifests also as a defensive strategy by the family in 
terms of welfare provision. The financial crisis, the European sovereign 
debt crisis, and austerity measures imposed on Southern Europe led to 
significantly high youth unemployment, lower incomes and definite-
contract jobs. Many youths returned to live with their families, while others 
did not leave in the first place, as evident in the rising figures for many 
Southern European countries (e.g. Greece and Portugal) in Table 2. And 
while Malta has not experienced the financial crisis and subsequent debt 
crisis (and related-austerity measures) to the extent experienced by the 
rest of Southern Europe, other changes such as marriage breakdowns are 
also being cushioned by the family, as individuals return to their parents 
once separated or divorced.

The fact that youths may remain at their parental home, or even return 
to it even later in life suggests a cultural specificity to Southern European 
contexts (Visanich, 2020). Even after they leave their nest, Maltese (and 
Southern European) individuals may retain a status of permanent 
fledglings, tied closely to their family for support until they are compelled 
to return that support, on the basis of reciprocity and obligations, when 
their parents reach older age . This is evidenced by the high share of elderly 
living at their children’s place (Stephens et al., 2015).

Co-residence can therefore be seen as a defensive strategy by the 
family, in which the latter acts as a cushion to economic woes, including 
employment and housing access. But, in many ways, it is also an offensive 
strategy by which the family offers the children the time and space to 
accumulate resources, and for educational investments, thus placing 
children in the best possible position to acquire as much housing as 
possible, both in terms of property wealth as well as quality. Besides, it is a 
key strategy by which social solidarity is maintained within the family, and 
kinship relations reproduced.

5 The principle of familial solidarity in Malta becomes even more evident when considering that this support is multi-generational and 
flows both upwards and downwards. Indeed, grandparents – often women - offer support to their children in terms of caring for their 
grandchildren, though this is increasingly becoming a challenge as more and more women join the labour market.
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One intriguing datum in Figure 1, which surveyed the way in which households acquired their 
residential property, relates to the ‘Other’ category. This increased from 10% to 21% for those 
households who acquired their property between 2010 and 2020, suggesting that they found an 
alternative route to purchasing or constructing their property. Figure 4 breaks down the category 
further into 3 elements: those who inherited their property, those who were gifted their property, 
and those who purchased 50% of the property equity and were gifted or inherited the second half.

The figure reveals that the rise in the ‘other’ category is largely due to gifts being on the rise. Indeed, 
between 2010 and 2020, 10% of those who acquired property did so by receiving it as a gift. 1 in 
10 households in Malta were gifted their residential home between 2010 and 2020. The rise in the 
property as gift is mirrored by an equivalent drop in purchasing one’s property, suggesting that 1 in 
10 properties acquired during this period were provided by the family, rather than the market. 

3.2
Emergent family strategies: 
The property as gift

Figure 4: Way of acquiring property, by year of acquisition 
Source: MT-HFCS 2020, CBM
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Figure 5: Way of acquiring property, by age bracket 
Source: MT-HFCS 2020, CBM

The property as gift emerges as a novel family strategy in a context of rising property prices. This 
strategy refers to the relatively new practice by which current homeowners opt to tear down their 
property, often in the form of a terraced house, and replacing it with several apartments, which are 
gifted to their children (and some of which, no doubt, are put on the market). This is a clear example 
of what Rowlingson et al. (2017) call ‘lifetime gifts’ – a substantial gift, often in the form of an asset.

Dissecting the data by age of the individual receiving the gift reveals that these are overwhelmingly 
younger individuals between 16 and 34 (Figure 5). Indeed, around 10% of homeowners currently 
aged between 16 and 34 received their property as a gift, the vast majority of which received it over 
the past decade. Relatedly, a significant share of younger households also purchased half of the 
property they now own, and were gifted or inherited the other half. This could refer to instances 
in which the property is owned by multiple relatives (hence, the extended family) amongst which 
one’s parents, and the son or daughter of those parents buys out the equity of the relatives while 
receiving their parents’ share as a gift/inheritance.

The property as gift as an emerging family strategy in Malta suggests that, in the face of market 
pressures on younger individuals who find the challenge of becoming a homeowners becoming 
tougher, the family is strategizing – defensively, one should add - in order to meet the housing needs 
of the younger generation. 
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Parents are seeking to release their wealth tied up in their property 
that had historically remained largely ‘unrealised’. Unrealised in two 
senses: firstly, that the economic wealth is not materialised, and remains 
unutilised because the property is not made liquid (some households 
were, indeed, ‘asset rich but cash poor’, especially some of those who 
took part in the homeownership schemes that selectively targeted lower-
income households); secondly, unrealised in the sense that the owners 
of the property do not realise that the property constitutes wealth which 
can be turned into liquid gold. Other reasons, potentially even stronger 
ones, for the non-realisation of wealth might also have to do with affect 
and memory that are strongly tied to the sense of place one often calls 
‘home’. The ‘destruction’ of one’s home is, no doubt, an emotional matter 
in the way it entails the destruction of a highly-charged, personal, intimate 
and familial space. It seems, however, that for some the desire to see their 
children off has overcome the – possibly temporary – loss of one’s home. 
And the realisation of the very possibility of the property as gift as a form of 
strategy might also materialise in a domino-like effect once others in the 
vicinity – physical (e.g. neighbours) and/or social (family or friends) – have 
undergone that very same strategy.

Nevertheless, a significant proportion of Maltese parents have made the 
active choice to release the pent-up property wealth, not to make a profit 
(though this is a veritable possibility), but to gift it to their children. Rather 
than waiting for their own demise to pass on their wealth via inheritance, 
they opt to release their property wealth now and transfer it to their 
children as a gift. This is a striking re-articulation of previously-established 
temporalities – for the strategy reworks the temporality of intergenerational 
transfers, bringing the future (inheritance) into the present (gift). 

Notably, the contingent historical processes by which some families 
received their housing in the 1970 and 1980s via homeownership schemes 
made it conducive to pass on that housing in the form of a gift to their 
children. The Housing Authority between 2014 and 2021 received a total 
of 636 requests for re-development of property that stands on land 
allocated as part of the homeownership schemes (Housing Authority, 
2021). Importantly, the Housing Authority incentivises the redevelopment 
and transfer of these plots to children of homeownership schemes 
beneficiaries by waiving a 25% fee on the land value that it normally 
imposes for those beneficiaries who redevelop the property for profit 
(i.e. commercially). In other words, parents who had in the past acquired 
plots through homeownership schemes and built a property on that land, 
can now redevelop that property into apartments and transfer it to their 
children without paying any fee. In its 2021 annual report, the Housing 
Authority claims that, by waiving this fee, “the Authority is providing a 
financial incentive so that children of beneficiaries also acquire their 
residence in an affordable manner.” (p. 18).

This was supported by fiscal measures enshrined in law which also 
incentivise the transfer of property from parents to children. Stamp duty 
is waived on the first €250,000 of the value of the property transferred in 
the case of transfers “by a person to his descendants in the direct line who 
acquire immovable property for the purpose of establishing therein or 
constructing thereon their sole, ordinary residence” (Cap 364 of the Laws 
of Malta, Article 32C).
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Wealth transfers of this sort might raise valid questions with respect to 
wealth inequality. However, passing on wealth to children in Malta might 
not necessarily entail an inequality effect. The redistribution of wealth 
which the homeownership schemes entailed by targeting lower-income 
households ensured that it was not only the richer families who were/are 
able to pass down gifts (wealth) along generations, reflected in a relatively 
low wealth inequality for Malta compared to its European counterparts 
(ECB, 2024). Indeed, many (though not all) lower-income households may 
have a stock of wealth in the form of a property which they can gift to their 
children, as part of the state-family implicit contract referred to earlier. Even 
beneficiaries of social housing were, at various points, allowed to purchase 
the government-owned property as part of schemes like ‘Sir Sid Darek’ 
(‘Become a homeowner’), opening the way for the legal transmission of 
property to the next generation, via inheritance or otherwise. This differs 
from other contexts, like the UK, in which wealth inequalities had a 
differential impact on the transmission of intergenerational gifts, which 
lead to the reproduction of inequality. (Rowlingson et al., 2017).

One should be under no illusion. While it is true that this practice 
entails a bypassing of the market altogether, it is no doubt an effect of 
marketisation, and a strategic response to market pressures. Rising 
property prices push families to determine that their children need their 
wealth now, rather than in the future, primarily in order to offer their 
children access to homeownership and for them to gain a foothold on the 
property ladder, which is increasingly out of reach for young individuals. In 
any case, however, the process functions as a gift, operating via the motive 
of the gift exchange within the institution of the family, not necessarily 
as a commercial transaction motivated by the logic of profit. Indeed, gift 
exchange internal to the family is a phenomenon that manifests more 
prominently in Southern Europe (Allen et al., 2004; Hoekstra and Vakili-
Zad, 2011; Minas et al., 2013).
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It is not only those who were gifted a property who had support from the 
family. Many of the households who made resort to the housing market 
when acquiring the property, too, relied on their family in one way or 
another. One increasingly common resource on which (often young) 
individuals and couple draw is the ‘Bank of Mum and Dad’, i.e. the intra-
family financial resources. 

Results from comparative studies of European societies show how Southern 
European societies rely less on such cash transfers than on co-residence, 
but when such transfers are made these are also of higher value (Albertini 
and Kohli, 2012). The Household Finance and Consumption Survey shows 
that 26% of Maltese households had received a gift or inheritance in some 
form or another (e.g. cash or property) at some point in their lifetime, one-
third of which received between 2017 and 2020 (Antonaroli et al., 2023).. 
These were mostly received from parents (20%), grandparents (2%), or 
other relatives (3%), and the median cash gift stood at around €29,000. 
But it also details how about 8% of Maltese households received help 
in the form of cash transfers or intra-family loans (these are transfers 
that need to be returned at some point or another in the course of the 
son/daughter’s life, but are often interest-free) as direct support when 
acquiring the residential home (Antonaroli et al., 2023). 8% of households 
is already significant, but an informal conversation in 2023 with a senior 
bank manager at one of the core banks in Malta revealed that the figure 
is closer to 30%-40% (at least for that specific bank), and that figure has 
been increasing year-on-year due to rising property prices and resulting 
housing affordability challenges.

This is supported by KPMG-MDA’s (2023) consultation process with 
industry stakeholders, where bank representatives and notaries confirmed 
that “the vast majority of first-time buyers receive financial support from 
their parents or other family members when acquiring their first home. 
This financial support often goes towards financing the initial 10% down 
payment required. When a borrower receives a financial donation, banks 
generally require that a donation agreement is signed between the 
donor and the beneficiary, stating that the donated amount will not be 
demanded back.” (p. 94).

As property prices rise, the downpayment required by commercial banks 
as part of the origination of the mortgage becomes increasingly onerous. 
Marmara and Brown (2021), for instance, revealed how the downpayment 
was the single-most important challenge faced by those on a lower-
income, who had no other means but to resort to social housing. The 
distributional outcomes of property prices are also compounded by 
wealth and income inequality – lower-income families often have less 
liquid resources with which they can meet the housing needs of their 
children, hence distributional inequality may be reproduced even in 
housing matters. 

3.3
The Bank of Mum and Dad: 
Gifted cash, intra-family loans, and loan guarantees



In turn, those that are able to marshal intra-family resources, in the form of cash or intra-family loans, 
may utilise the intergenerational transfer in order to raise the purchasing power of the prospective 
homeowner. Drawing on intra-family resources to put up front a higher downpayment than they 
otherwise would have allows the prospective homeowner to purchase a property which they would 
otherwise not have been able to purchase, possibly a better-quality property (in terms of size, 
number of bedrooms, location, type etc) (Cassar, 2023). 

Contrary to popular understandings of the downpayment as a mere deposit, the downpayment 
is a way by which creditors reduce credit risk in the event of potential default of the loan. The 
downpayment ensures that the bank is exposed to less than the collateral value. It is, hence, a 
function of banks’ risk practices and financial regulation, primarily central bank’s macroprudential 
policy following the Great Financial Crisis. The downpayment is, then, an object of financialisation. 
But families are strategically capitalising on finance as the latter opens up new possibilities that 
were previously not available. It would be overly simplistic, then, to characterise family’s strategies as 
primarily defensive against a threat that finance present to the family itself. Rather, families develop 
offensive strategies, drawing on the infrastructural power of finance to offer different choices for 
their children.

Other defensive strategies, in turn, may take the form of loan guarantees. Bank’s risk assessment in 
the form of loan eligibility tests may materialise in social closure for prospective homeowners. Being 
ineligible for a loan could be the result of various factors: lower income, unstable employment, 
nationality amongst others. The consequences of social closure are heavily punitive, in the form of 
barriers to access to housing, especially injurious in a context where homeownership is the norm, 
a policy target, and a cultural ideal. Intergenerational transfers may unlock the loan provision via 
a loan guarantee, as parents put up their place (or other forms of wealth) as collateral (security) to 
secure the children’s loan. In doing so, the bank is shifting risk away from the individual/couple and 
onto the family network, the latter acting as a safety net in the event that the borrower defaults. 
But in offering the loan guarantee, the family resists social closure and allows the individual/couple 
access tod housing.
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Beyond economic and financial capital, families also offer a range of non-
financial resources, in the form of social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 
1986). These are not captured by the household surveys on which data 
I draw in this paper. However, they fulfil a range of functions key to the 
production of a home – from connections to professionals as well as to 
skilled self-employed in the construction sector, and to more direct 
support in the general doing-up of the home, in the finishing, furnishing, 
even decor of the home.

Especially in a microstate like Malta wherein interdependent diffuse social 
networks define the social formation (Sultana and Baldacchino, 1994), 
prospective homeowners, often young individuals or couples, rely on 
the social networks internal and external to the family. Families connect 
prospective homeowners to industry professionals with whom they had 
built a long-term relationship, as loyal customers, acquaintances, or 
even friendship relations which function on trust and obligations. These 
connections – weak ties in a Granovetterian (1973) sense – offer novel 
information and opportunities for the young prospective homeowner. And 
it is not unusual, for instance, that such trust-based networks materialise 
in financial rewards, such as loans on beneficial terms, including lower 
interest rates, or lower fees on notarial deeds and architect assessments. 
Family networks, too, connect new homeowners with small self-employed 
service-providers, such as plumbers, electricians, and tile layers, amongst 
others, in a construction industry characterised by informal relations.

Cultural capital, in the form of embodied skills and lay expertise, is also a 
crucial form of intergenerational transfer that passes down generations. 
Skills in plumbing, plastering, painting – even embodied knowledge such 
as knowledge about tools and dexterity around their use. (Extended) 
members of the family may offer these various forms of support in the 
very doing up of the home, and this may be picked up by the prospective 
homeowner when doing up the own home. Interestingly, much of 
this capital would have been forged during the period in which self-
construction of one’s property was rife, as suggested in section 2.2, and 
especially within those families whose members were (and possibly still 
are) employed in the construction industry. As such, there might also be 
a social class dimension to this phenomenon, a phenomenon that may 
be particularly prominent among working class families (who, as argued 
earlier, were also those who received state-provided plots to a relatively 
larger degree). This phenomenon requires, however, further study in what 
currently is a dearth of quantitative or qualitative research that considers 
such transfers precisely as transfers.

3.4
Social and cultural capital: Non-financial gifts
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Conclusion
The family, then, emerges as a key institution and a strategic actor in the 
local institutional framework, not least in Malta’s housing system. It offers 
a wealth of resources on which the young draw as a means by which they 
can form new housing. Family strategies, especially defensive strategies, 
ensure that the young can access housing in a context where the housing 
market is increasingly slipping away from the reach of many. Other more 
offensive strategies present children with new opportunities or better 
purchasing power to acquire even ‘better’ housing (e.g. property value, 
size, location etc). Co-residence, the property as gift, financial and non-
financial intergenerational transfers, amongst others, are some of the 
various strategies deployed by the family towards these ends.

As I have argued, new housing is intimately tied to the formation of 
new kinship relations, it being the space within which such relations are 
produced. Such family strategies, then, are an important element in social 
reproduction. Marshalling resources – financial or otherwise – to support 
children’s housing transition suggests that the extended family plays an 
important role in a key rite of passage for many youths in Southern Europe 
and Malta, a rite of passage that is often coterminous with marriage 
(Visanich, 2017).

But despite forming new kinship relations in the production of a home, 
the very act of offering resources to children ensures that the young 
remain attached to the extended family – as permanent fledglings - in 
many ways. The proverbial prodigal son (or daughter) may return to the 
parental nest when faced with stormy weather, including unemployment 
or divorce, knowing full well that the parents will embrace them with open 
arms, hence co-residence. Transfers, financial or otherwise, entail a web of 
intimate relations and mutual obligations that serve to bind the family 
further together.

For what signifies a familial bond, more than the parents tearing down 
their home – often a place of meaning, a place in which they have 
invested their hard-earned proceeds throughout their lives in order to 
build it, shape it in their interests and tastes, and which forms a core part 
of their lived experience, providing security for their longevity? Parents 
may accompany their sons and daughters to the bank when getting a 
mortgage, sometimes putting up their names as signatories on the loan, 
perhaps even their homes as guarantee in case they fail to repay their 
loan. This, too, carries a sense of responsibility and reciprocity on the part 
of the children on the receiving end, who will need to make sure that they 
repay the loan, for if not, this might mean that parents risk losing their 
homes. No doubt this is a result of the calculative logic of risk practised by 
the commercial bank, but it is necessarily also a logic of the institution of 
the family that reproduces the bond between parent and child.
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Cash transfers and informal loans, too, may be intimate (Zelizer, 1997), and entail mutual obligations. 
An individual or a couple purchasing a property by means of a mortgage may receive cash transfers 
from the family - the bank of mum and dad - to finance the downpayment, and increasingly so. 
These allow access to the property market, or in some instances these raise the purchasing power 
of young individuals who are placed in a better position along the various housing options. Others 
receive informal loans from their parents, binding them even further to their family financially, and 
perhaps emotionally. Their future income, and employment, is by this logic attached further to the 
family, as a minor portion of their income will potentially traverse back to the parents. 

This comes in the context of intensifying market pressures, often presented in the public discourse 
and in scholarship as affordability challenges. The relationship between rising property prices and 
incomes that fail to keep up with prices presents housing affordability as a real phenomenon in 
contemporary Malta. This is evident, for instance, by ever-higher household indebtedness levels, as 
prospective homeowners stretch their debt uptake to the maximum (Cassar, 2023). But to limit our 
attention to affordability in terms of property price-to-income ratios and debt-servicing to income 
ratios is to miss the wood for the trees. For these ratios are products of processes of marketisation 
and financialisation respectively and of the penetrating discourse that accompanies such processes, 
which are ostensibly disrupting the local institutional framework. But, as I have argued, processes of 
marketisation broadly, and financialisation more specifically, are not necessarily disrupting the place 
of the family in Malta’s housing system. 

What this paper adds beyond the empirical data, therefore, is an epistemological endeavour to take 
a broader view of housing, in terms of how we conceptualise housing and how we study it. The 
notion of housing system allows us to move away from a restricted view of housing as a housing 
market. While in many ways it is indeed a market, it is not only just that. Housing is also produced 
and provided by various institutions that often cut across each other in complex ways. This paper 
adds the dimension of the family – conceptually different from the household – and the important 
role it plays in the reproduction of housing. Future research in this area might also consider looking 
into the ways in which transformations in the family demography and life in Malta are shaping the 
local housing system, and possibly vice-versa.

We cannot, however, remain any longer dependent on largely acontextual measures which abstract 
away any locally-specific practices that emerge from the particular institutional configuration of any 
one society. For instance, the much-lauded housing cost-to-income ratio, for which Malta exhibits 
the lowest rate in Europe, tells us more about historical processes of housing provision – in which the 
state and the family played a key role – than about contemporary challenges related to affordability. 
Similarly, resorting to the ‘homeownership rate’ to make any assessment on housing issues is 
tantamount to error if we fail to look underneath such measures and what it is that sustains them.

While processes of marketisation broadly, and financialisation more specifically, may threaten to 
disrupt the local institutional framework, families as strategic actors may put up resistance to and 
draw opportunities from these processes. Families, as I have shown, may respond strategically - 
defensively or otherwise – to the ‘affordability challenges’ that these processes pose. It is likely, then, 
that the homeownership rate and low housing cost-to-income ratios are, amongst other factors, 
being sustained by institutions such as the family, as the family may act as a cushion in alleviating 
some of the challenges that would otherwise become visible through these measures. We cannot, 
then, make any meaningful inference of housing access and affordability unless we place these in 
their own specific, local, historical and institutional context. First and foremost, in housing systems.
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