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LIFE satisfaction in Malta may 
be considered a given, accord-

ing to research commissioned by 
the Faculty for Social Wellbeing: 
over 79% of Maltese respondents 
report they are either ‘satisfied’ 
or ‘very satisfied’ with life in gen-
eral... and just under 5% think 
they are not.

The feeling is widespread 
across various the whole Maltese 
social fabric. On average, most 
respondents asked to ranked 
their life satisfaction from 1 (not 

satisfied) to 5 (very satisfied), 
scored an average of 4.14.

Indeed, no noticeable differ-
ence in results is apparent be-
tween the various social groups.

The lowest averages for exam-
ple, were seen in those not living 
with a partner (4.04) or those 
out of a job (4.04). Similarly, low 
averages could be seen among 
pensioners (4.06), those with a 
primary education (4.09), as well 

the retired (4.07).
Perhaps the most satisfied of all 

can be said to be homemakers at 
an average of 4.38, high-income 
earners (4.20), married people 
(4.22), and those living in the 
northern region of Malta (4.25).

Despite overall life satisfaction, 
respondents views were nuanced 
by the different stages and as-
pects in their lives that brought 
them contentment.

For example, respondents de-
rived more life satisfaction from 
their family than their local 
community or financial situa-
tion – a sign that family bonds 
provided more security to indi-
viduals than the quality of life 
expected from outside the im-
mediate family.
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Common Degree

Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in
Social Wellbeing Studies
3 years full-time, 5 years part-time or 
3 years top-up

Department of Youth & 
Community Studies

Master of Arts in Community
Action and Development
taught and research (mainly taught) 
6 semesters part-time evening

Master in Youth and
Community Studies
taught and research (mainly taught) 
6 semesters part-time evening

Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in 
Youth and Community Studies
3 years full-time or 5 years part-time 
evening

Department of Child and
Family Studies

Master of Arts in Contemporary 
Family Studies
taught and research (mainly taught) 
6 semesters part-time
evening

Master in Family Therapy and
Systemic Practice
taught and research, 4 semesters 
part-time evening

Master in Family Therapy and
Systemic Practice
taught and research (mainly taught) 
8 semesters part-time evening

Department of Counselling

Master in Counselling 
taught and research (mainly taught) 
8 semesters part-time evening; 

Postgraduate certificate in
Adlerian Counselling
3 semesters part-time evening

Master of Arts in Transcultural 
Counselling
4 semesters full-time day taught and 
research (mainly taught)

Department of Criminology

Master of Arts in Criminology
by research 5 semesters, part-time 
evening

Master of Arts in Criminology
Preparatory Programme, 2 semesters 
full-time day

Master in Probation Services 
taught and research (mainly taught) 
3 semesters full-time day

Bachelor of Arts (Honours)
in Criminology
3 years full-time day 

Diploma in Policing
4 semesters part-time evening

Department of Disability 
Studies 

Master of Arts in Disability
Studies
taught and research (mainly taught) 
6 semesters part-time evening

Bachelor of Arts - Areas of Study: 
(Disability Studies and
Psychology or Disability Studies 
and European Studies)
3 years full-time day

Higher Diploma in Community
Access for Disabled People
2 semesters part-time evening

Certificate in Community 
Access for Disabled People
2 semesters full-time day

Department of Gender
& Sexualities

Master of Gender Studies
taught and research (mainly
research) 6 semesters part-time 
evening

Master of Gender, Society
and Culture
taught and research (mainly taught) 
6 semesters part-time evening

Department of Gerontology 
and Dementia Studies

Master of Gerontology and
Geriatrics
taught and research (mainly taught) 
3 semesters full-time day

Master of Arts in Ageing and
Dementia Studies
taught and research (mainly taught) 
6 semesters part-time evening

Higher Diploma in Gerontology
and Geriatrics
3 semesters full-time day

Department of Social Policy & 
Social Work

Master of Social Work
taught and research (mainly taught), 
4 semesters full-time day or 8 semes-
ters part-time day

Master of Arts in Management
of Social Care Services
taught and research (mainly taught) 5 
semesters evening including summer 
period

Master of Arts in Social
Work - Preparatory Programme
2 semesters full-time day

Master of Arts in Social Work 
taught and research (mainly
research), 6 semesters part-time 
evening

Master of Arts in Social Policy
by research, 6 semesters
part-time evening

Bachelor of Arts (Honours) in 
Social Policy or in Social Work
4 yrs day for the Social Work area 
of study and 3 yrs day for the So-
cial Policy area of study;
or 6 to 8 yrs day for the Social 
Work area of study and 5 to 6 yrs 
day for the Social Policy area of 
study

Certificate in Safeguarding of 
Children and Young People
2 semesters part-time evening

Certificate in Volunteering
Studies
2 semesters part-time
evening

Department of Psychology

Master of Science in
Psychological Studies
Taught and research
(mainly research),
6 semesters
Part-Time evening

Master of Science in Addiction 
Studies
taught and research (mainly 
taught), 6 semester 
Part-Time evening

Master of Science in 
Mental Health Studies
taught and research (mainly 
taught), 6 semesters part-time 
evening

Higher Diploma in
Psychology
1 year full-time

Bachelor of
Psychology
3 years full-time

Courses Academic Year 2022/2023
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Dr Ingrid Grech Lanfranco - Head of Department of Child & Family Studies
Dr Sue Vella - Head of Department of Social Policy & Social Work
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A lot of water has gone under the bridge 
since the setting up of the Faculty for So-
cial Wellbeing at the University of Malta 
back in 2012.

Various challenges notwithstanding, 
disparate departments, centres and in-
stitutes overcame the odds to morph 
into a Faculty that brings the lens upon 
human existence in both a holistic and 

non-pathologizing way through intersec-
tional arenas, such as gender and sexual-
ities, criminology, psychology, social pol-
icy and social work, counselling, youth 
and community, gerontology and demen-
tia, family and children, and disability.

The Faculty was planned from the very 
beginning to prevent and mitigate against 
human vulnerability by strengthening 
academic rhetoric, but most and more 
importantly, acting as a catalyst for in-
novative psycho-social and health care 
policies.

The fact that most resident academics 
take an active role in the shaping, con-
struction and implementation of welfare 
services, both nationally and internation-
ally, is testament to the Faculty’s coming 
of age.

There has perhaps never been a greater 
need for the Faculty’s work, research and 
care ethic. 

We are only one-third of the way in 
2022 but one would be forgiven for think-
ing that we are still in the year 2021 or 
even 2020. Ever since the COVID-19 
pandemic hit the Maltese shores our lives 
turned upside down, almost suspended in 

a vacuous space, whereby long-held and 
steadfast boundaries between work, fam-
ily and leisure melted in thin air.

The Faculty never stopped working but 
COVID-19 became an extraordinary rare 
period for reflection, an atypical moment 
where one is able to recognise an ongoing 
key shift in the course of human history. 
It served to highlight the persistent, cu-
mulative and disgraceful wellbeing dis-
parities among different social groupings 
as women, persons with disabilities, and 
older persons, who found themselves at 
a greater risk of their quality of life being 
negatively impacted by the pandemic.  

Nevertheless, one has to look ahead and 
concentrate how society needs to change 
to accommodate an increasingly chang-
ing social fabric.

Unity, as a newspaper publication, pro-
vides a snapshot of key social problems 
that Malta is currently facing and wrest-
ing with following the various turning 
points and transitions experienced dur-
ing the past decade.

Although some of the stories reported 
herein make harrowing reads, the Faculty 
is united in striving tirelessly to work with 

stakeholders build a more equitable soci-
ety, to ensure that all citizens have equal 
access to live a life of dignity and purpose 
irrespective of income, gender, sexuality, 
abilities, ethnicity and age. 

Since this cannot be achieved in silos, 
the Faculty’s multi-disciplinary context is 
surely in pole-position to brings us closer 
to such a reality.

Prof. Maureen Cole
Social Policy
& Social Work

AUGUST 2012 was not like any 
other August.

Normally, August is a time for 
winding down, for some relax-
ation, for catching up on life. It 
was not to be. Because the Fac-
ulty for Social Wellbeing had 
just been set up and I had been 

appointed the first Dean on the 
1st August.

Despite the apprehension 
about what might lie ahead, the 
excitement of the setting-up of 
the new faculty, the 14th Faculty 
of the University of Malta, pro-
pelled me during that sweltering 
August. 

There was much to be done 
so we needed to get to work to 
ensure that all was in place by 
October and the start of the new 
academic year. We needed to hit 
the ground running… and we 
did!

The setting up of the Faculty 
for Social Wellbeing had come 
about through the initiative of 

the then-Rector, Professor Juan-
ito Camilleri, who in the spring 
of 2012 approached various ex-
isting departments, institutes 
and centres with a ‘social wellbe-
ing’ focus, to explore the possi-
bility of bringing these academic 
entities together.

This initiative was received 
well and after meetings with all 
the relevant stakeholders, the 
Rector’s proposal for the setting 
up of the Faculty was approved 
by the University Senate and 
Council, the governing bodies of 
the university.

The ethos of the Faculty for So-
cial Wellbeing was reflected in 
its name. The faculty’s gaze had 
to be outward looking. However 
it was now up to the heads and 
members of the departments of 
Counselling, Criminology, Fam-
ily Studies, Psychology, Social 
Policy and Social Work, Youth 
and Community Studies, and the 
Disability Studies Unit (which 
formed the faculty at the time) 
to breathe life into that ethos.

I interpreted my role as that 
of facilitator of this process. We 
spoke the same language as aca-
demics from related substantive 
areas. However, we still needed 
to learn to sing from the same 
songbook.

We were well supported in this 
process by the administrative 
staff of the faculty, as we slowly 
established the internal struc-
tures which made it possible for 
the faculty to fulfil its functions. 
Not having a faculty building 

proved challenging, however we 
learnt to rely on the strengths 
of our common aims. We were 
a strong community of interest 
and that kept us going. 

The first weeks were dedicated 
to finalising the administrative 
and academic work required 
for the courses offered by the 
faculty. These rather fast-paced 
preparations helped us to coa-
lesce as a faculty.

We also had to select the col-
our of the hood which students 
would wear during their gradu-
ation in the Autumn – in effect, 
the faculty colours. These early 
decisions proved important as 
they helped to cement our de-
veloping identity as a faculty. 
And we came together as heads 
of the different departments and 
deliberated about what colour 
best reflected the values of this 
our new faculty.

Green it was to be: the symbol 
of hope.

Our mission: an 
equitable society
COVID
highlighted the
disgraceful
wellbeing disparities 
among women, persons 
with disabilities, and 
older persons who were 
at greater risk of  their 
quality of  life being 
negatively impacted  

Beginnings A 
symbol of hope

Prof. Marvin Formosa
Gerontology and
Dementia Studies

Editorial

The ethos of the Faculty 
for Social Wellbeing was 
reflected in its name. The 
faculty’s gaze had to be 
outward looking

The latest developments in Ukraine 
have generated great concern, es-
pecially for resident academics and 
students at the University of Malta with 
personal ties to the region. The Faculty 
for Social Wellbeing condemns the 
violence in Ukraine, offers its solidarity 
with all those who are suffering as a 
result of the incursion, whilst standing 
for peace. Please know that there 
are many resources for students and 
community members alike who require 
support. The Faculty for Social Wellbe-
ing is a caring community and we are 
here for each other through challenging 
situations.

email socialwellbeing@um.edu.mt
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Academics, with 
the proverbials...

Dr Mary Grace Vella
Criminology

IN 1996, during the ceremonial 
mass commemorating the open-
ing of the University scholastic 
year, Moviment Graffitti – of 
which at the time I was and still 
am an active member – unfurled 
a banner from atop the roof of the 
University administration build-
ing.

Dignitaries and members of 
the academic staff were hear-
ing the rector’s speech, as down 
came the banner that read – ‘In-
telletwali Bla Bajd’ (Intellectu-
als without balls).

The banner was considered 
offensive by many. And beyond 
the crude wording, it struck a 
negative chord with many of 
those in attendance: it was the 
apathy and indifference of the 
intellectual class to voice itself 
for progressive social change.

But at that age, driven by ide-
alism, change seemed not on-
ly easy and desirable, but also 
possible. Now with more ma-
turity and jaded hindsight, one 
can better understand how the 
forces of change are hampered 
and thwarted by multiple vested 
interests, and how the mess of a 
world we live in, benefits some 
and not others.

Some would argue that the 
role of academia and that of the 
activist are incommensurable – 
the role of academia being that 
of knowledge generation, that 
of activism of promoting social 
change.

But can knowledge ever be an 
end in itself, a value-free objec-
tive pursuit without any impact 
on the real world?

And what is the scope of gen-
erating knowledge, if not to cre-
ate a better world for the benefit 
and wellbeing of all? That is, un-

less one is happy with the status 
quo! 

In and of itself, pedagogy is a 
pivotal site of activism. It helps 
foster critical thinking and re-
flection, position oneself, and 
mobilise action towards just 
causes. 

However, the significance of 
pedagogy goes beyond the lec-
ture room and the transfer of 
academic knowledge to stu-
dents, as if they are empty ves-
sels waiting to be filled. By em-
powering through knowledge, it 
becomes part of a wider process 
of transformative change. 

From a critical and liberation 
perspective, pedagogy does 
not take place in a vacuum but 
is itself imbued in ideological 
contestation. Its scope is that 
of producing knowledge for 
the promotion of economic, 
social and environmental jus-
tice; a pursuit which necessari-
ly entails challenging the status 
quo – a status quo which that 
is inherently unjust; elitist, rac-
ist and xenophobic, sexist and 
misogynist. A neoliberal system 
which values profit over people, 
animals and the environment. 
A bi-partisanship system which 
favours cronyism and nepotism 
over meritocracy and the na-
tional interest. A system which 
is unfortunately corrupted on 
both the national and global 
level – waging war in the name 
of peace.

In these circumstances, the 
role of the academic becomes 
that of asking questions, reveal-
ing and raising contentious and 
disturbing issues which might 
not be welcomed by those who 
benefit from the status quo. It 
ultimately demands taking a 
stand and striving for change!

The production of knowledge 
through action research and 
contribution in policy debates 
may help inform progressive 
or regressive change. It may be 
used to challenge dominant po-
litical and corporate discourses 
and interests, advocating on be-
half of oppressed and disadvan-
taged groups, or else utilised to 

safeguard and consolidate the 
interests of those in power. 

Yet, most academics still tend 
to bask in the ‘objectivity’ of 
science, shying away from po-
sitioning themselves, and in the 
process – inadvertently or not 
– becoming another cog in the 
machine, a tool to further con-
solidate the commodification of 
education and culture, the fuel-
ling of populist discourse over 
evidence-based practice, and 
the justification of repressive 
and unsustainable political and 
corporate agendas. 

Academia often comes under 
attack for being naïve about the 
reality on the ground, and right-

ly so. Academic activism bridg-
es this gap, it provides relevance 
and applicability to knowledge 
– from the abstract to the tan-
gible – from theory to practice. 
It forms part of the practical 
solutions to conveniently dis-
regarded issues, pressing chal-
lenges, unjust laws and unsus-
tainable practices. Whether by 
acting within or outside, yet 
ultimately against the system, 
it challenges the status quo and 
attempts to offer a more viable 
alternative.

And that’s in my opinion the 
intrinsic value of the Faculty 
for Social Wellbeing! It acts as a 
collective of academic-activists 
who are engaged and commit-
ted – through critical pedagogy, 
action research, policy formu-
lation and grassroots activism 
and campaigning – in this call 
for transformative change.

Karen Mamo
Department
of Psychology

The introduction in 2021 of 
the partial decriminalisation of the 
personal consumption and cultivation 
of cannabis is a legislative develop-
ment which has placed Malta closer 
to a human rights-based approach to 
drug policy.

A similar approach has been for a 
long time promoted by various inter-
national experts in public health and 
international human rights law, par-
ticularly by the United Nation’s Spe-
cial Rapporteur on the right of every-
one to the enjoyment of the highest 
attainable standard of physical and 
mental health, who stated: “The crim-
inalisation of drug consumption and 
possession for personal use has led to 
negative consequences for the health, 
security, and human rights of indi-
viduals and communities worldwide, 
[lowering] their chances for employ-
ment, education and other opportuni-
ties for social inclusion.”

A focus on harm reduction, includ-
ing the establishment of an authority 
to oversee the operations of not-for-
profit associations for cannabis, are 
in themselves revolutionary policy 
options. For the very first time, policy 
recognises and includes people who 
use drugs as partners – not criminals 
or patients – and therefore as active 
agents empowered to take responsible 
decisions.

Drug users, taking responsible deci-
sions? No, this writer is not high. Nei-
ther is this article an attempt at pro-
moting a liberal framework built on 
“freedoms without responsibilities”. 
Valid thoughts though they might 
be, they miss one crucial point: the 
unique bond between harm reduc-
tion, education and positive behav-

First up...

A just cause for 
all the seasons.  
Dr Mary Grace 
Vella, second 
from left, with 
Moviment 
Graffitti 
and Kamp 
Emergenza 
Ambjent in 
a protest on 
shoreline 
access to the 
Manoel Island 
coast
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Stephen Cachia
Church Schools Mission

Deputy Coordinator

Cannabis has 
been partially
decriminalised. 
Now what?

ioural change. 
Harm Reduction (HR) is a holistic 

approach that includes provisions to 
promote public health, social justice, 
and human rights. A HR framework 
aims to minimise the negative health, 
social and legal impacts associated 
with drug use, drug policies and the 
law. Moreover, by respecting person-
al autonomy, HR works with, not for 
people who use drugs. 

This is where education, focused on 
facilitating personal growth through 
dialogue, respect, dignity, and a 
non-judgemental approach, becomes 
the most effective tool to promote 
positive behavioural change, and re-
sponsibility.

By providing information on dif-
ferent THC:CBD levels, by speaking 
about less risky methods of con-
sumption – such as the ill practice of 
using tobacco – and encouraging a 
more open dialogue providing space 
for different experiences and narra-
tives, we can build a novel bridge be-
tween cannabis users and society.

And this is in no way done to pro-
mote cannabis use, but an opportu-
nity to better understand local trends 
and challenges, and together, without 
coercion, further develop measures 
to promote the well-being of society.

Crossing this bridge with human 
rights-based indicators, as opposed 
to superficial supply and demand 
measures, local researchers and the 
political class have a unique oppor-
tunity to study and understand this 
social phenomenon from a broader 
perspective.

Ultimately, they can be better 
equipped to design humane and evi-
dence-based drug policies for all.

For & Against

2021 ended on a celebrato-
ry note for cannabis users, ecstatic 
about the fact that Malta has be-
come a European pioneer in legalis-
ing the recreational use of cannabis.

For many others, particularly those 
of us who work in the educational 
field with children and youths, the 
bulldozing method used by Govern-
ment to fast-track this law with very 
little genuine discussion or debate, 
was met with dismay. 

Clearly our main concern is that 
the new law is sending a very wrong 
and potentially dangerous message. 
Despite all the platitudes to the con-
trary spouted by government offi-
cials, this new law will undoubtedly 
normalise yet another substance 
which increases the risk of abuse 
and addiction for a proportion of 
persons who choose to use the 
drug. Government ignored all the 
feedback it received from the many 
professionals, drug rehabilitation 
experts, educators, academics and 
others who warned that the coun-
try was walking blindly into a risky 
law without having undertaken ad-
equate local research, and without 
mitigating the negative effects this 
law will undoubtedly leave on chil-
dren and youths.

Of even more concern is the fact 
that the new law has set up a weak 
regulatory framework to control le-
galised cannabis use.

A new authority has been set up 
which will regulate the cannabis 
clubs which the law will now allow. 
However, this same authority will 
have no regulatory oversight over 
the other method of cannabis pro-
duction allowed by the law.

More specifically, the law now al-
lows up to four cannabis plants to be 
grown at home. This can be carried 
out without any effective regulation 
whatsoever by the new authority. 
With the Cannabis Authority wash-
ing its hands from regulating this as-
pect of the law, who will be respon-
sible for the social impact of this 
measure on families? 

The risk of increasing family ten-
sions within homes and the possi-
bility of children being faced with 
abusive situations are just two risk 
examples which come to mind.

The new executive chairperson of 
the Cannabis Authority has made 
some positive initial remarks which 
auger well that she is aware of the 
huge responsibility she faces. How-
ever, these same remarks show that 
the authority already risks falling be-
tween two stools.

On one side we are being told by 
the chair of the authority itself that 
cannabis is a potentially dangerous 
substance and that its recreational 
use should never be promoted; while 
on the other hand the authority has 
a vested interest to ensure that the 
law is implemented effectively, 
which implicitly means that the use 
of cannabis will be promoted by the 
same authority. 

The authority also seems keen to 
undertake research on the impact of 
the new law on society. While this 
begs the inevitable question relat-
ed as to why such research was not 
carried out before we ran headlong 
and blindly into implementing the 
law, this opens up another debate on 
the credibility of such research if it 
is carried out by the authority itself. 

The Cannabis Authority will clearly 
have a vested interest to show that 
the new law is working as intended.

For such research to be credible, it 
needs to be carried out by independ-
ent researchers, external to the gov-
ernment and its Cannabis Authority, 
who can study the impact of the new 
measures in an objective manner.

The role of the University of Mal-
ta and possibly the Faculty of Social 
Wellbeing could be crucial here in 
providing a voice of independent re-
search to examine the impact of this 
law. 

Time will tell whether the new 
law will have the negative impact 
on society which many of us fear. 
Unfortunately, research available 
in jurisdictions where cannabis has 
been legalised is not encouraging at 
all. For example, research carried 
out in some US states, already indi-
cates some worrying trends: https://
learnaboutsam.org/wp-content/
uploads/2020/12/2020-Impact-Re-
port1.pdf.

One augers that, despite having 
ignored calls for research prior to 
enacting the law, Government will 
eventually realise the importance 
of a research-based approach when 
tackling such potentially risky leg-
islative changes and open its ears to 
future research in this area, even if 
this may make uncomfortable read-
ing.
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The big issue

Dr Sandra Scicluna
Department of
Criminology

FEMICIDE has been defined by 
the World Health Organisation 
in 2012 as the killing of women 
because they are women, a defi-
nition that can also be extended 
to the killing of girls.

Looking at the murder of wom-
en over the years, one can con-
clude that when the murder of a 
woman occurs, it is more likely 
to be at the hands of her partner 
or spouse (Reckdenwald, 2010).

Such murders are usually the 
result of domestic violence which 
turns lethal.

Police data from Malta show 
that there were 20 female hom-
icide victims between 2008 and 
2019 (Cutajar, 2020). However 
another three cases have been 

identified via newspapers, giv-
ing a total of 23 cases. Another 
two women have been murdered 
since 2019 – one by an intimate 
ex-partner and the other by what 
seems to be a stranger. This puts 
the total of 25 cases of women 
killed between 2008 and 2022.

The data for the killing of wom-
en clearly shows that nine of the 
perpetrators were partners or 
spouses, and another four were 
ex-husbands or partners. This 
means that almost half of the 
cases of femicide were perpe-
trated by intimate or ex-intimate 
partners. 

Another six cases were com-
mitted by relatives and only in 
four cases was their no prior re-
lationship – usually the crime re-
mains unsolved.

Calafato’s research on homi-
cide in Malta in 2018 paints an 
even bleaker picture: in an al-
most 50-year span, 92.9% of fe-
male murders compared with 
7.1% of male murders were the 
result of an intimate relationship 
gone wrong. This compares with 
international data where a good 

portion of female deaths occur 
by partners, compared to on-
ly about 5% of murders of male 
deaths occurring by their inti-
mate partner – and this is usual-
ly the result of self-defence after 
ongoing violence (WHO, 2012).

We need to address the ques-
tion of why this happens. Why 
do more females fall victims of 
homicide by intimate partners, 
or why are women often killed by 
men in different scenarios than 
man-to-man homicide?

Certain factors such as abuse 
during an intimate relationship 
or during pregnancy, the pres-
ence of a child from a previous 
relationship, or leaving an abu-
sive relationship, all lead to an 
increased likelihood of femicide.

However not all femicide cases 
have a previous intimate com-
ponent to them. Non-intimate 
femicide is when a woman is 
murdered following sexual ag-
gression with no pre-existing 
sexual relationship. In the police 
data some four women had had 
no pre-existing relationship with 
the perpetrator, rendering the 

solving of the case more difficult 
– indeed, three out of these four 
cases remain unsolved.

On a societal level, as long as 
women continue to face gen-
der-based violence, cultural vi-
olence, poverty and discrimina-
tion, femicide will continue.  In 
order to address or minimise the 
risk of femicide, society must in-
vest in education.

Giving more educational op-
portunities to women reduces 
the risk of poverty and enables 
economic independence. Edu-
cating men on zero-tolerance 
towards violence, helps reduce 
the risk. Another factor is the 
training of police and other pro-
fessionals. Police must become 
more empathic towards female 
victims of intimate partner vio-
lence. On the other hand, they 
must be given the appropriate 
structures to help these women.

Looking at past cases of femi-
cide can teach us about what 
could have been done differently 
in each case.  We will not save all 
potential victims, but saving the 
life of one person is enough. 

Education 
Still the 
key to 
tackle the 
horror of 
femicide
Why do more women fall victims of  homicide by intimate partners, and why 
are they often killed by men in different scenarios than man-to-man homicide?
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A lot has been written and spo-
ken about femicide in Malta 
these last few weeks, following 
Malta’s first femicide of 2022 on 
2 January.

Print media reporting and TV/
radio programmes have been 
plentiful, several referring to the 
link between violence against 
women – including femicide – 
and gender inequality.

However, once the hype is 
over, the media will move on to 
other more interesting matters, 
until the next time… And so it 
was and so it will be.

One thing that has been men-
tioned time and again is that 
we need to change the culture, 
mentalities, move away from 
harmful attitudes, behaviours 
and stereotypes. These maintain 
the patriarchal culture, gender 
inequality, and by default, make 
violence against women less un-
acceptable, more normalised.  

Violence against women is a 
continuum ranging from sexu-
al comments thrown at women 

in the street to the killing of a 
woman because she is a woman, 
i.e. femicide.

Whilst we still have men who 
believe it’s okay to pass sexual 
comments on women they don’t 
know, that it’s a laugh to feel a 
woman up in a crowded club, 
that sexist jokes are funny, etc. 
we will continue to have vio-
lence against women in all of its 
forms, including femicide.

The media have a role to play 
in changing this culture.

First of all, of course the me-
dia needs to be careful how it 
reports incidents involving any 
form of violence against women.

However, more than that, 
journalists need to keep this is-
sue on the agenda, because it is 
a valid and important one, not 
only for women but for society 
as a whole.

Media informs. Media can 
educate. Media can influence. 
Media can create change. Me-
dia can either work to maintain 
gender inequality – and by de-

fault, disrespect and violence 
against women – or it can chal-
lenge it.

Through informative pieces 
and programmes it can help to 
‘normalise’ respect and equity 
between the genders.

We should not wait until we 
have another femicide for this 
issue to be once more in the me-
dia limelight.

Culture change 
on gender: the 
media’s role

Violence against 
women is a 
continuum 
ranging from 
sexual comments 
thrown at women 
in the street to 
the killing of a 
woman because 
she is a woman, 
i.e. femicide

We should not 
wait until we have 
another femicide 
for this issue to be 
once more in the 
media limelight

Paulina Dembska was murdered 
in Sliema early on 2 January. Her 
killing was a tragic catalyst to the 
recognition of femicide in Malta’s 
criminal code as an aggravating 
circumstance in homicide
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Amy Zahra 
Disability Studies

ARTICLE 9 of the United Na-
tions Convention on the Rights 
of Persons with Disabilities 
(UNCRPD) affirms the right of 
disabled people to accessibility 
in all spheres of life, including 
the right of access to venues, 
properties, facilities, provision 
of goods and services for per-
sons with disability.

The right to found a family is 
also affirmed in Article 23 of 
the UNCRPD. Malta ratified 
the UNCRPD in 2012 and the 
United Nations Convention 
on the Rights of Persons with 
Disability Act (Chap. 627) was 
passed by Parliament in Au-
gust 2021.

Long before that, the same 
rights were also enshrined in 
the Equal Opportunities Act 
(Chap. 413) which was passed 
by parliament in 2000.

Notwithstanding these rights 
enshrined in legislation, per-
sons with disability who de-
cide to have a family still en-
counter a number of obstacles 
when accessing services, facil-

ities and activities related to 
this phase in life (Azzopardi 
Lane, 2021; Callus & Azzopar-
di-Lane, 2016). 

Research carried out in Eu-
rope and the US shows that a 
number of services related to 
pregnancy do not always in-
clude or accommodate disa-
bled women’s access require-
ments (Iezzoni et al., 2015; 
Malouf et al., 2017; Mitra et 
al., 2016).

The situation is not very dif-
ferent in Malta: the lack of 
accommodations, including 
accessible parking, accessible 
facilities, accessible equipment 
such as weighing scales for 
mothers who use a wheelchair 
and height-adjustable exam-
ining tables, and accessible 
information particularly for 
mothers with a visual impair-
ment, hearing impairment or 
an intellectual impairment...

Some mothers with a physi-
cal impairment also find that 
in the maternity environment, 
that is in the few days before 
and after giving birth, some 
basic facilities in hospitals 
such as showers, toilets and 
baths are inaccessible.

Disabled parents also often 
find it harder to access sources 
of support during family plan-
ning, pregnancy, maternity 

and child-rearing for reasons 
such as inaccessible environ-
ments, negative attitudes and 
structural disadvantages (Par-
chomiuk, 2014).

The need for support is even 
greater for parents with intel-
lectual disability who are at a 
higher risk of having their chil-
dren taken away from them 
(Callus & Azzopardi-Lane, 
2016). As the babies grow, par-
ents with disability also realise 
that most of the services and 
activities aimed towards their 
children are inaccessible for 
them. Most ‘mother and baby’ 
clubs and organised activities 
for children and parents are 
held in inaccessible venues 
with long flights of steps, mak-

ing such services inaccessible 
for parents – both mothers 
and fathers – with disability. 

Examples include extracur-
ricular activities for children 
where a parent needs to ac-
company the child, venues for 
children’s parties and doctor’s 
appointments.

Another example is the ba-
by-changing stations in toi-
lets, which are not accessible 
for parents with disability 
who use a wheelchair since 
they are too high.

Research shows that a mi-
nority of women with disabili-

ty do have positive experiences 
when it comes to pregnancy, 
childbirth and child-rearing 
(e.g. Hall et al., 2018).

Most of them cite that a per-
son-centred approach was 
adopted, with their require-
ments being accommodated 
on a case-by-case basis. Al-
though this is welcomed, the 
problem with this approach is 
that not all parents might feel 
empowered enough to put for-
ward their needs and require-
ments at every stage of parent-
hood and some might miss out 
on important milestones.

Since we do have legislation 
catering for these rights, the 
onus of responsibility should 
fall on the service provider.

Malta already 
has laws catering 
for the rights 
of parents with 
disability. So 
the onus of 
responsibility falls 
on the service 
provider

Accessibility for parents with 
disability: fact or fantasy?
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Dr Ingrid Grech
Lanfranco
Child & Family Studies

THE anticipation of becoming 
parents for many couples, usu-
ally involves quite a substantial 
amount of preparation. A lot 
of energy is dedicated to how 
and where and when things will 
happen, and the inevitable ar-
rival of the new family member. 
From visits to the gynae, setting 
up the baby’s crib, preparing 
baby clothes, juggling around 
work arrangements, to child-
care support, to mention just a 
bit of what goes on.

The transition from couple to 
parents, whilst carrying its own 
excitement, is undoubtedly one 
of the major life transitions in-
volving a big adjustment, the re-
ality of which usually hits soon 
after the baby arrives. Coping 
with this transition provides a 
number of challenges, includ-
ing maintaining and caring for 
the mental well-being of both 
parents.

Screening for mental wellbe-
ing at ante-natal and post-natal 
periods are both equally crucial, 

so parents can be offered the 
support they need to cope with 
the changes in their lives, and 
most importantly to provide the 
necessary care to their baby.

We know from research that 
the environment in which a 
child grows will interact with 
that child’s wellbeing and fu-
ture development on different 
levels – emotionally, cognitive-
ly, behaviourally, academically, 
socially.

The early environment for 
the child is the relationship be-
tween the parents, including 
not only their mental wellbeing, 

but also the quality of their re-
lationship.

If one or both of the parents 
were to be struggling with men-
tal health issues, the levels of 
stress would be expected to rise, 
and the quality of care and in-
teractions with the child would 
reflect this.

It is also evident from recent 
research, that a child in such an 
environment can become more 
irritable and difficult to soothe, 
which inevitably elicits more 

stress from the parents and 
vice-versa.

Supporting parents is there-
fore crucial to avoid such stress. 
Parents need and deserve all the 
help they can get. Specifical-
ly supporting them to support 
their relationship as partners 
is the key to better parenting, 
even when a couple is parenting 
separately.

The quality of the couple rela-
tionship is fundamental to how 
effective their parenting would 
be. Sadly, the couple relation-
ship is one of the first things put 
on the back-burner, because the 
baby takes so much time and 
energy. If the couple relation-
ship is forgotten, it is likely to 
be a matter of time before other 
difficulties start to show up.

Therefore the importance of 
nipping the relationship in the 
bud, supporting it throughout 
the transition to parenthood 
and beyond, cannot be un-
derestimated. Evidence from 
co-parenting programmes held 
with couples of infants clearly 
showed us that when the cou-
ple invests in the quality of their 
relationship as a couple, the 
frequency and level of conflict 
between them decreases, the 
interactions with between them 
and with their child improves, 
and their baby becomes easier 
to soothe.

Therefore, let us continue to 
develop the means to invest in 
supporting couples in their re-
lationship to be better parents.

Doing so is investing in the fu-
ture of our children, and in the 
future of our society.

Supporting parenting: securing 
children’s future wellbeing
Supporting 
parents is crucial 
to avoid stress. 
Specifically 
supporting them 
to support their 
relationship as 
partners is the 
key to better 
parenting, even 
when a couple 
is parenting 
separately

Dr Claudia Psaila
Social Policy &
Social Work

A lesson that we have learnt 
over the past two years is that 
life is fragile. The pandemic 
created a huge disruption to 
our daily lives. What we nor-
mally take as ‘given’: our rela-
tionships, work, health, educa-
tion etc. were threatened.

This sort of upheaval is also 
experienced on individual lev-
els when something out of the 
ordinary happens, such as a 
terrible accident, the loss of a 
person we love, or serious ill-
health. Communities can also 
be affected by such distressful 
disruptions, such as natural 
disasters, violent crime, injus-
tice, poverty and so on. Such 
experiences shatter the status 
quo and threaten our sense of 
safety and security.

At times like these, what we 
‘know’ and what we take for 
granted, is shaken: our sense of 
comfort, inner stability, world-
view, assumptions, values and 
beliefs. This can be a very scary 
and disturbing time where we 
suddenly question everything. 
So, what is going to anchor us 
during these times? How are 
we going to cope, survive and 
thrive? How can these expe-
riences also be a time of new 
discoveries, opportunities and 
personal growth?

Research has found that what 
can ground us is our spiritual-
ity. There is no universal defi-
nition of spirituality although 
many agree that spirituality is 
a multi-dimensional and per-
sonal construct. Canda and 
Furman (2010) explain that 
“spirituality refers to a univer-
sal quality of human beings 
and their cultures related to 
the quest for meaning, pur-
pose, morality, transcendence, 
well-being, and profound rela-
tionships with ourselves, oth-
ers and ultimate reality.” The 
latter dimensions are found in 
most definitions of spirituality. 

In recent times, across the 
Western world, the term 
spirituality has gained popu-
larity, particularly because it 
has been divorced from the 
concept of ‘religion’. We have 
seen a drop in church attend-
ance and an increase in voices 
that criticise and challenge re-
ligions. This is due, in part, to 
individual and societal clashes 
and conflicts with religion.

Take as an example, hurt-
ful and offensive comments 
towards LGBTIQ+ people by 
religious individuals. Such ex-
periences upset and anger in-
dividuals and communities.

People may generalise such 
comments and attribute them 
to the religion that these in-
dividuals represent causing 
them to question whether they 
can embrace or subscribe to a 
religion that is hurtful, reject-
ing and condemning.

These doubts may turn in-
to an anxiety-provoking cri-
sis for individuals for whom 
their religion is very important 
and is a part of their identity. 
The very source of their inner 
strength and social network 
can be shaken to the core.

For this reason, and others, 
some persons decide to leave 
their religion. Such experi-
ences may initiate an internal 
searching process in people 
where they conclude that they 
are spiritual but not religious 
or that they believe in God but 
do not want to belong to a re-
ligion. For others, a distinction 
between the institutional as-
pects of religion and the faith, 
values and beliefs of that reli-
gion becomes essential. 

One’s spirituality – mean-
ing-making, sense of purpose, 
values, connection with oth-
ers, nature and higher power/
God – can be religiously in-
spired but it can also be secular 
or non-religious. 

We do not have to throw 
away the baby with the bath-
water.

Spirituality, whichever way 
a person defines it, can still 
be a lens with which to view 
the world. It can still be a re-
source (whether internally or 
relationally) that anchors and 
sustains us in difficult times; 
a beacon of light guiding us 
and giving us hope in troubled 
times.

Spirituality A 
beacon of light 
in troubled times

If one or both of the parents were to be struggling with mental health issues, 
the levels of stress would be expected to rise, and the quality of care and 
interactions with the child would reflect this

“Let us continue to 
develop the means to 
invest in supporting 
couples in their 
relationship to be 
better parents”
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Family life: better when older
In general, almost 95% are 

satisfied with family life, with 
women being ‘very satisfied’ 
(76%) at a higher rate than men 
(67%).

The highest concentrations of 
family satisfaction can be found 
across all ages. But the older 
one gets, it seems, the more 
one is ‘very satisfied’ with fam-
ily life, peaking at middle-age 
(46-55) with 81%. This rate 
then tapers off gently after 56, 
with 78% ‘very satisfied’ with 
family life; and down to 74.8% 
for those aged 66 and over. In-
deed, in this age bracket, outli-
ers who say they are ‘absolutely 
not satisfied’ with their family 
number only 1%.

As expected, respondents who 
are married were more likely to 
say they are ‘very satisfied’ with 
family life (81.2%) as opposed 
to those not in a relationship. 
Here, there was a higher de-
gree of respondents who said 
they were ‘not so satisfied with 
family life at 11%, compared to 
1.3% among the married. But 
unmarried respondents still 
registered an overall satisfac-
tion of satisfaction – 88.4% or 
both ‘very satisfied’ and ‘satis-
fied’.

But in general, the highest 
rates of satisfaction were found 
among those with a secondary 
education, the self-employed, 
homemakers and in respond-
ents residing in Gozo – all 
above 80%.

Clearly, out-of-work respond-
ents were definitely ‘not so sat-

isfied’ with their family life at 
25.5%  – a rate that was clearly 
out of step with other groups 
and demographics, where sim-
ilar negative ratings were less 
than 10%.

Another visible sign of dis-
content was found in the west-
ern region, where 14.8% of re-
spondents said they were ‘not 
so satisfied with family life.

Social life – more money,
more fun?

Again, rates of 86.8% satisfac-
tion for all respondents point 
to a general approval for their 
social life, with only 11% say-
ing they were ‘not so satisfied’ 
– in this last category, wom-
en (14.5%) being more pro-
nounced than men (7%).

Across age groups, life satis-
faction (‘very’ and ‘satisfied’) 
climbed to over 80%, while 
similar levels of dissatisfac-
tion fluctuated between 9-13% 
among all age groups – again, 
reflecting overall sentiment. 
The same pattern was observed 
among the married and single 
persons.

Clear rates of satisfaction 
with one’s social life however 
emerge in those with high in-
comes and paying tax of over 
35% – 80% said they were ‘sat-
isfied’ with their social life. Un-
like lower earners, this group 
did not register any levels of 
dissatisfaction with social life. 
Indeed, the higher rate of those 
‘not so satisfied’ with their so-
cial life was found among those 
paying 15% tax (12.5%) or those 
with the lowest incomes at zero 

tax (9.5%).
Again, a clear demarcation 

of satisfaction with social life 
can be in Gozo: in this case, 
Gozitan respondents were the 
least likely to be dissatisfied 
with their social life, just 2.5% 
compared to higher rates of 
dissatisfaction elsewhere.

Money: education matters
A different pattern on life sat-

isfaction emerges where money 
concerns come in. In general, 
satisfaction is high across the 
board (over 67%), but this is 
nuanced by those who say they 
are simply ‘satisfied’ at 45% 
and a good 25% who say they 
are ‘not so satisfied’ with their 
financial situation.

While such levels of preoc-
cupation with money find no 
noticeable differences among 
genders, the higher rates of 
dissatisfaction (above 25%) are 
found among adults aged 26, 
right up to senior working age. 
Equally, these groups among 
the lowest levels of respond-
ents who were ‘very satisfied’ 
with their financial situation.

Further down the demo-
graphic divide, these rates of 
dissatisfaction were mostly 
pronounced among those with 

a post-secondary education 
(35.9% ‘not so satisfied’) and 
least among the tertiary edu-
cated (19.9%). Conversely, ter-
tiary educated were the most 
likely to be satisfied with their 
financial situation (80.1%) and 
post-secondary respondents 

the least (58.2%), a sign that ed-
ucational attainment delivered 
some form of financial security.

However, the highest rate of 
financial satisfaction was evi-
dent among the self-employed, 
with 90% overall satisfaction 
(80% said they were ‘satisfied’), 

Security, 
family and 
job quality, 
essential 
for life 
sastifaction

DATA >

Data compiled by Sagalytics for 
the Faculty for Social Wellbeing
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Prof. Andrew Azzopardi
Dean, Faculty for Social 
Wellbeing

OUR social sector is becoming in-
creasingly complex.  

We do not think about social 
policy as an isolated segment of 
public policy anymore, but as an 
integrated course of action linked 
to all aspects of our social wellbe-
ing, ranging from the economy to 
environmental issues, from trans-
portation to climate change, from 
institutional correctness to com-
munity development. 

Because of all of this, a phenom-
enon that we saw unravelling be-
fore our eyes during these past few 
years was the number of govern-
ment ministries taking on angles 
that are relevant to our social pol-
icy.

This in itself is not necessarily a 
bad thing. But we all know how 
politics works in Malta and this 
situation has only, ultimately, en-
couraged the creation of more 
silos, and in some cases, even 
fortress thinking. Not only, some 
issues... take as an example ‘gen-
der-based and domestic violence’, 
have been dissected to the extent 
that they are being addressed by 
two, sometimes even three min-
istries, which only serves to add 
to more confusion and weakened 
response.

To be quite honest, with all the 

ministries and parliamentary 
secretaries sprouting like weeds, 
and with political decisions taken 
solely on the basis of appeasing a 
partisan political strategy, it on-
ly makes it even more difficult to 
converge all these interests.  

However, there might be a way 
of merging the cause without up-
setting the apple-cart. 

We currently have the following: 
the Commission for the Rights of 
Persons with Mental Disorders; 
the National Commission for the 
Promotion of Equality for Men 
and Women; the National Com-
mission on Active Ageing; the 
Commission for Refugees; the 
Commission on Gender-Based 
Violence and Domestic Violence; 
the Commission for Children; the 
Commission for Voluntary Or-
ganisations; the Commission for 
Animal Welfare; the Commission 
for the Rights of Persons with Dis-
ability – amongst other entities 
and councils that have similar rai-
son d'être or could potentially do 
so.

The current situation is that 
most of these commissions have 
different operational models, 
different lines of accountabili-
ty, different conditions of work, 
governed by different legislations, 
SOPs, polices and procedures. 
Some are run by full-times, others 
not, some have been there forever 
and their voice is hardly recog-
nisable, some are in awe of ‘their’ 
minister, others are independent 
thinkers. Some are practically 
dead wood and others are active 
and leave an imprint on our so-
cial policy. Some of the people in 
these commissions are political 
appointees whilst other are clearly 
competent and in fact leaving an 

indelible mark.  
Well, it’s complete bedlam.  
I believe that the work of these 

commissions and prospective 
impact is mostly going to waste.  
Once again, we have entities 
building a fortress social policy 
that is hypothetically in isolation 
from the link to ongoing social 
proceedings. I will spare the em-
barrassment of giving examples 
but it is both clear and logical that 
all the commissions listed above 
should be working conjointly if 
proper and real effectiveness is 
warranted. 

Following the general elections 
a new government could provide 
us with a sterling opportunity to 
solve the problem of a sporadic 
and isolated social policy once and 
for all.

A new government provides us 
with a golden opportunity to bring 
in an integrated approach by get-
ting the commissions streamlined 
by ‘falling’ under one legislation 
with a common modus operan-
di. They can be brought together 
physically under one roof and an-
swerable to Parliament.

Not only, they should have an 
overarching structure that sees to 
recruitment, training, policy de-
velopment, research analysis and 
all the works. There would be a 
chair who heads a council that 
sits these entities together. Such 
a procedure will get these offices 
working together similarly to the 
way the Ombudsman’s office op-
erates.

Moreover, the biggest benefit of 
this transversal structure is that it 
will divorce the commissions from 
the politicians, some of whom are 
more interested to make hay while 
the sun shines and milk the pho-
to-ops, than really taking on board 
the serious issues at stake, all of 
which need to be handled urgently 
and expediently.

Finally, this structure will be in 
the best possible position to act 
as a ‘whip’ for government and to 
insist that state agencies take on 
their duties and responsibilities, 
whilst also bringing all the social 
partners together.

There is a WAY we 
can MAKE social 
policy work...
Do you know how 
many Commissions 
Malta has?
It’s bedlam, and it’s 
time to streamline 
their modus
operandi

“I believe the work 
of these commissions 
and their prospective 

impact is mostly going 
to waste”

Solutions

while those mainly ‘not so satis-
fied’ were the unemployed (34%) 
and homemakers (34.3%).

Again, those who earn the most 
naturally registered very high lev-
els of satisfaction with their finan-
cial situation: 73% of those paying 
the highest tax rate said they were 
‘very satisfied’ with their financial 
situation. And while general sat-
isfaction rates were over 60% for 
most socio-economic groups, it 
was the group in the 25% tax band 
that registered the highest rate of 
dissatisfaction (37% in total), fol-
lowed closely by the 15% taxpay-
ers (36%).

And clearly, the lowest wages or 
lack of financial security is preva-
lent in Gozo: here 43% said they 
were ‘not so satisfied’ with their 
financial situation.

Work: study hard for
a job you like

Again, high satisfaction rates 
for work and career across Malta 
clock in at an overall 80% rate.

Curiously, the level of dissatis-
faction (‘not so satisfied’) can be 
seen growing from 9.4% for the 
26-35 age group, steadily across 
all age groups to 24.5% for those 
56-65, before this drops to 0% at 
pensionable age: perhaps, less 
work is better? 

What is sure is that education is 
a key to both financial satisfaction 
but also job satisfaction: radical 
differences were clearly evident 
here, with tertiary-educated re-
spondents saying they are ‘very 
satisfied’ (43.1%) with their jobs, 
compared to 0% of primary-edu-
cated people; the latter even reg-
istered the highest level of dissat-
isfaction with their jobs (60%).

This finding perhaps shows 
clearly that highly-educated re-
spondents find it easier to access 
jobs that provide long-term career 
mobility or higher-salaried and 
motivational careers, compared 
to lower-skilled respondents.

A further degree of satisfac-
tion is found among the self-em-
ployed, wit 63.8% saying they are 
‘very satisfied’ with their job, sug-
gesting how a high level of control 
on management and finances al-
lows people to influence their ca-
reer progression.

Job satisfaction is also closely 
linked to wages and salaries. High 
earners who paid the highest rate 
of tax were the ones most likely to 
say they were ‘very satisfied with 
their job at 73%.
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Eating disorders

James Debono
MaltaToday

39% of teens aged between 15 and 17 
are sometimes making themselves 
throw up when they feel uncomfort-
ably full, a survey on eating disorders 
conducted by statistician Vincent 
Marmara for the Faculty for Social 
Wellbeing reveals.

The survey also shows that re-
spondents aged under 50 and living 
in the southern districts were twice 
more likely to make themselves 
throw up when feeling full, than 
those living in northern districts.  

Overall, the survey shows that 
teens and women are the most likely 
to have a problematic relationship 
with food.

Slightly over half of Maltese wom-
en aged under 50 and nearly two-
thirds of teens aged 15-17 say that 
“food dominates their life”.

In contrast, less than 35% of men 
and 38% of 18-30 year-olds, say that 
food dominates their life.

Moreover 46% of teens aged 15-
17 and 39% of women believe that 

“they are fat, even though others say 
that you are too thin”.

In contrast, only 29% of men and 
31% of those aged between 31-40 
think likewise.  The concern with 
body image is much higher in the 
more cosmopolitan and diverse 
north harbour region (41%) than in 
the more rural Gozo (17%).

And while 42% of all respondents 
worry that they have lost control 
over how much they eat, the per-
centage rises to 50% among women 
and to 64% among teens.

More than a quarter of the re-
spondents know someone who has 
been diagnosed with an eating dis-
order (26.6%). Moreover, 2.9% of 
the respondents said that either 
themselves or a close family mem-
ber is diagnosed with an eating dis-
order.

Significantly among those aged 
15-17, 11% replied that either them-
selves or a close family member is 
diagnosed with an eating disorder. 
In this category, 57% report that 
they know someone suffering from 
an eating disorder. Significantly, 

Four in 10 teens 
Say they make 
themselves throw 
up when full
Nearly two-thirds of  teens and 50% of  women 
say food dominates their life. And 57% of  teens 
know someone who has an eating
disorder

64
.3

%
39

.3
%

57
.1

%
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Annabel Cuff
Research Support Officer II,
Faculty for Social Wellbeing

EATING disorders (EDs) are psycho-
logical disturbances that seriously 
endanger sufferers’ health and have 
hugely adverse effects on their psy-
cho-social functioning.

Although most of the negative effects 
of EDs can be reversed, especially if the 
illness is caught early, these disorders 
greatly impact the life of sufferers and 
are more widespread than we would 
like to acknowledge.

The most commonly-known EDs are 
Anorexia Nervosa, Bulimia Nervosa 
and Binge Eating Disorder. More re-
cently Avoidant/Restrictive Food In-
take Disorder has also become increas-
ingly recognized and prevalent.

However, there are also sub-clinical 
and a-typical manifestations of these 
EDs that may be more common in the 
general population and less recogniza-

ble, as there is not the whole range of 
symptoms of a full-blown ED.

Until quite recently it was common-
place to view EDs as mainly affecting 
young females, particularly those com-
ing from the middle and upper classes.

Research however has shown us that 
they are far more widespread and do 
not distinguish by race, religion or eth-
nicity, much less gender or socio-eco-
nomic background.

EDs devastate the lives of males, mid-
dle-aged women, LGBT+ persons and 
ethnic minorities, as well as younger 
women, although the latter remain 
the most at-risk population. What the 
other demographics have in common 
however, is that they are less likely to 
get diagnosed, tests designed to pick 
up eating disorders are not devised 
with these alternative sufferers in 
mind, and because of this EDs are of-
ten overlooked in these populations.

The recognition that males make up 
about a quarter of eating disorder pa-
tients has led to increased study of how 
these disorders manifest in males.

It has become recognised that males 
often over-exercise rather than restrict 
eating, that the main aim is to gain 
muscularity rather than slim down, 
although both are body-image issues. 
Since much of the research of EDs is 
about how they manifest in women, 
the ways in which male pathways differ 
from female ED pathways are not fully 
recognised and bear further investiga-
tion.

Likewise, as EDs were historically 
seem as primary relating to young fe-
males, the ways in which EDs manifest 
and develop in older women and even 
older men are not fully known.

It is thought that transitional 
life-phases such as menopause are 
times of vulnerability, similar to pu-

berty. Since little is known about EDs 
in older persons, this may hinder rec-
ognition and treatment, allowing the 
disorder to take greater hold, making 
the effects more severe.

Similarly, little is known and very lit-
tle research done about EDs in ethnic 
minorities and members of the LGBT+ 
community, yet we know that they are 
also prevalent in these communities.

With atypical demographics, there 
are issues of delayed recognition, the 
shame and stigma surrounding EDs 
are even more pronounced in these 
communities, and there is a lack of 
support aimed specifically at these 
communities, so treatment and heal-
ing are delay and suffers may to plough 
on either oblivious to their disorder, or 
unaware of how to reach out for help. 

In 2020 the Faculty for Social Well-
being, together with Dar Kenn għal 
Saħħtek,  undertook a nationally-rep-
resentative study to examine the prev-
alence of eating disorders in young 
people in Malta aged 10-16.

The findings were surprising, in that 
although the study revealed that the 
majority of young people do not have 
an eating disorder, it was discovered 
that for this age group, the number of 
affected males nearly equals that of fe-
males.

This study was important as it raised 
awareness and hopefully recognition 
of eating disorders in young males as 
well as females. It was a step in ac-
knowledging the difficulties faced by 
our communities and using empirical 
evidence to take steps towards putting 
in place the necessary infrastructure.

We would like to see more studies 
about EDs in all sorts of manifesta-
tions, so that persons suffering from 
these disorders can seek and find the 
help they need. 

Eating
disorders
Not just 
the girls
Research shows us 
eating disorders are 
far more widespread 
and do not distinguish 
by race or ethnicity, 
much less gender or 
socio-economic
background

< DATA

Data compiled by Sagalytics for 
the Faculty for Social Wellbeing

61% of teenager respondents 
suspect they know someone 
who has an eating disorder.

The survey suggests that most 
people are aware of eating dis-
orders: 93% say they have heard 
about eating disorders. When 
asked to mention some eating 
disorders, 84% referred to an-
orexia while 65% referred to 
bulimia. But only 12% referred 
to binge-eating as an eating 
disorder.

The survey also shows that 
the vast majority (96%) think 
that eating disorders are se-
rious life-threatening condi-
tions.

76% also agree that not eat-
ing enough to sustain oneself, 
throwing up after eating, or 
over-exercising are all symp-
toms of eating disorders.

But a considerable minority 
(38%) still blame the victims 
by subscribing to the mistak-
en idea that people with eating 
disorders are not trying hard 
enough to eat properly.

Slightly over half 
of women aged 
under 50 and 
nearly two-thirds 
of teens aged 15-
17 said “food 
dominates their 
life”. In contrast, 
less than 35% of 
men and 38% of 
18-30 year-olds 
said likewise
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Dr Christian
Borg-Xuereb
Gerontology and 
Dementia Studies

THE world’s population is 
rapidly ageing. Indeed, the 
proportion of the world’s 
older adults is estimated to 
almost double from about 
12% to 22%, between 2015 
and 2050. In absolute terms, 
this is an expected increase 
from 900 million to 2 billion 
people over the age of 60.

This is one of the most 
significant demographic 
and socioeconomic devel-
opments that is happening 
on a global scale. Malta is 
not exempt from this phe-
nomenon, as about 20% of 
the Maltese population is 
already over the age of 60%.

Ageing is not a homoge-
nous process; indeed, re-
search shows that we be-
come increasingly diverse as 
we get older.

However, older people 
sometimes face certain 
physical and mental health 
challenges which need to be 
recognised and addressed. 

Mental health includes our 
emotional, psychological, 
and social well-being. It af-
fects how we think, feel, and 
act as we cope with life. It al-
so helps determine how we 
handle stress, relate to oth-
ers, and make choices.

Mental health is important 
at every stage of life, includ-
ing as we age. Many older 
adults are at risk for mental 
health problems. But this 
does not mean that mental 
health problems are a nor-
mal part of ageing. Studies 
show that most older adults 
feel satisfied with their lives, 
even though they may have 
more illnesses or physical 
problems.

The COVID-19 pandemic 
has put older people in a dis-
advantageous position. Age-
ism and age discrimination 
violated the human rights 
of older persons and exac-
erbated inequalities in dif-
ferent ways, including leav-
ing older persons behind in 
our increasingly digitalized 
world. For example, ageist 
assumptions make it more 
difficult for older persons to 
get equal access to medical 
care. The use of telemedi-
cine and remote technology 
sharply increased during the 
pandemic without equiva-
lent attention to improving 
digital literacy and access 
to digital technology, infra-

structure and devices. This 
aggravated inequalities in 
the enjoyment of the right 
to health and social interac-
tions by older persons owing 
to the existing digital divide 
and exclusion from infor-
mation related to the pan-
demic and health care when 
provided only in digital or 
non-accessible formats. 

Many older adults man-
age to adjust to important 
life changes, including the 
death of a loved one, retire-
ment, dealing with a serious 
illness, or the fear of con-
tracting a disease. However, 
some older people will have 
more trouble adjusting, es-
pecially due to the demands 
of COVID-19, such as iso-
lation. This can put them 
at risk for mental disorders 
such as depression and anx-
iety. 

The impact of depression 
on health in older adults can 
be severe; much research 
has reported that depres-
sion is associated with poor-
er health outcomes in old-
er people with conditions 
like heart disease, diabetes, 
stroke or if they develop de-
mentia.

Depression can complicate 
the treatment of these con-

ditions, including making it 
more difficult for someone 
to care for him- or herself 
and to seek treatment when 
needed. In older adults, de-
pression may be disregard-
ed as frailty, or it may be 
viewed as an inevitable re-
sult of life changes, chronic 
illness, and disability. Old-
er persons themselves may 
not recognise or understand 
their symptoms and instead 
refer to physical symptoms.

Apart from the rampant 
ageism, the isolation caused 
by the ongoing pandemic 
has had a negative impact 
on many intimate relation-
ships, even more so older 
people. Restrictions im-
posed on older people may 
have isolated this age group 
specifically from interacting 
with others.

As opportunities to inter-
act in the outside world be-
come more limited, the risk 
on developing mental health 
disorders is exponentially 
increased.

After almost 2 years into 
this pandemic, we need to 
proactively work on system-
atically assessing the impact 
of COVID-19 pandemic on 
older people’s mental health 
and address it. 

Prof. Charles Scerri
Associate Professor
in Dementia Studies

JIMMY* was a good friend to 
my father and a joyful compan-
ion during the weekends when 
he occasionally came over for 
lunch. As a retired engineer, his 
hands could do marvels that the 
rest of us could only dream of. 
Living on the same street, I grew 
up kicking ball with Robert*, his 
only son, now a well-respected 
lawyer.

But one day, Jimmy called the 
police on not finding his beloved 
Ford Escort which he painstak-
ingly had restored back to its for-
mer glory. That beauty became 
the love of his life following the 
death of his wife due to cancer. 
But his car was not stolen. It was 
parked round the corner.

He simply forgot.
And that is how his journey 

into Alzheimer’s began. At first 
it was his sporadic forgetting. 
On hindsight, Robert knew that 
something was amiss. A few 
weeks prior to the car incident, 
Jimmy was complaining of hav-
ing a hard time finding his ‘stuff’.

So, Robert decided to take away 
his car keys and with that, a big 
chunk of Jimmy’s independence 
was gone, forever.

Alzheimer’s disease is the most 
common form of dementia. It is 
characterised by loss of memory, 
impairment in communication 
and decline in activities of daily 
living. It is a progressive disorder 
slowly eating away brain cells in 
parts of the brain that control 
cognition. It is the betrayal of the 
mind as it erases who we are. 

In the Maltese Islands, there 

Confessions 
of a nobody
A brief 
thought 
about life, 
death and 
dementia

Mental health 
and COVID-19 in an 
ageing population
As opportunities to interact in the 
outside world become more
limited, the risk on developing 
mental health disorders is
exponentially increase

Mental health, and COVID-19
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Dr. Gottfried Catania
Psychology

ISSUES around mental health are be-
ing discussed much more nowadays. 
In the past mental health issues were 
considered a taboo subject and rarely 
discussed, with society preferring to 
close both eyes and confine persons 
suffering from serious issues to spe-
cialised hospitals.

Nowadays, it has become clear that 
most of us will suffer from mental 
health issues sometime during their 
lifetimes, with some issues being more 
serious than others.

Stress is one of the main contributors 
to mental health issues. Unfortunate-
ly, stress seems to be on the rise in our 
society. The ever-increasing expecta-
tions of what we need to be fulfilled 
result in people working long hours in 
order to make ends meet. In almost all 
families it is a must to have both part-
ners working, as otherwise the family 
would not be able to make ends meet. 
The situation is not made any easier 

by ever-increasing property and rental 
prices, as well as the wish of most cou-
ples to lead a more affluent lifestyle in 
order to keep up with the Joneses. 

Most couples also expect to welcome 
children into the family. Apart from 
the increased financial burden chil-
dren involve, the stress mentioned 
earlier can even influence the couple’s 
capacity to conceive, increasing the vi-
cious cycle of stress and consequently 
affecting the mental health of the indi-
viduals concerned.

Work can also be a source of stress. 
Workers are not content with just get-
ting their pay packet at the end of the 
month, but expect their job to also be 
satisfying.

As a result, working in a job which 
is not perceived as being satisfying by 

the individual can result in increased 
stress. At the same time, many work-
places keep increasing their demands, 
with workers expected to work longer 
hours, shoulder more responsibility, 
and be constantly on call. Technology, 
while essential in most workplaces to-
day, has also tended to increase stress 
in most workers, with most workplac-
es requiring workers to be available 
even outside normal working hours, 
a situation which has been called the 
“always on” culture.

The last two years have presented 
a specific stressor – new for most of 
us. The arrival of the COVID-19 pan-
demic, with the corresponding fear of 
contracting serious illness, lockdowns 
and restrictions, and the effect on the 
economy, work practices, and employ-
ment, left most of us suffering from 
stress and feeling burnt out.

Many social scientists feel that the 
effect of the COVID situation on the 
mental health of many, while still to be 
fully understood, will almost certainly 
be significant.

All of the above necessitate a better 
understanding of the effect of stress on 
mental health. While people nowadays 
are much more willing to seek help for 
such issues, more information about 
the services available would help make 
sure that those who need help are able 
to find it.

are around 7,300 individuals liv-
ing with dementia and a further 
couple of tens of thousands fam-
ily members caring for them.

It was on a rainy morning last 
November when Robert called. 

His father, now having severe 
dementia, suffered a fall and 
broke his hip bone. He was 
rushed to hospital and had sur-
gery. During his recovery, Jimmy 
was constantly confused. Then, 
he stopped eating altogether and 
although inserting a feeding tube 
was suggested, he wouldn’t have 
any of that. He made it clear 
from the start. Prolonging suf-
fering was not on his wish list. 

“Should I let him go? When 
does death become acceptable 
and fair?” he asked me.

I get such questions quite of-
ten and I’m not surprised. Mod-
ern-age society often looks at 
disease as something that needs 
fixing, unmindful to the fact that 
we cannot mend all and trying to 
can end up in destroying the true 
meaning of life.

People with dementia have pri-
orities besides prolonging their 
lives and to many, that includes 
maintaining personhood and 
avoiding suffering. It’s what Tol-
stoy’s Ivan Ilyich endeavoured 
to but that no one, not even his 
family members, could under-
stand.

Fortunately, Jimmy knew what 
he wanted and put it all on paper 
on diagnosis. He desired dignity, 
respect, self-determination and 
the best that life could still offer. 
He did not want to become a no-
body.

Having such advanced direc-
tives in place helps when deci-
sions about end-of-life need to 
be taken. They express the values 
and desires to family members 
and friends when the person be-
comes incapable of doing so. It is 
undoubtedly a challenging topic 
to discuss, but a necessary one. 

Chapeau Jimmy. You lived and 
died under your own terms.

*Names have been changed to 
maintain confidentiality

Stress: from family 
to work, a cause 
for concern
Stress is real. And 
COVID-19’s effect 
on our mental health 
is yet to be fully
established

Workplaces keep 
increasing their 
demands, with workers 
expected to work longer 
hours, shoulder more 
responsibility, and be 
constantly on call

“Should I let him 
go? When does death 
become acceptable and 
fair?” he asked me
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Dr Albert Bell
Youth and
Community Studies

DESPITE being penned more 
than a century ago, Emile Dur-
kheim’s ideas on crime and de-
viance still hold relevance today.

For this eminent French so-
ciologist, deviance and crime – 
the latter existing at the extreme 
end of the deviancy continuum 
– are universal: they exist in all 
societies, irrespective of their 
size and form. 

Deviance and crime are also 
relative to, and contingent upon 
social and historical context. So 
what is considered as deviant or 
criminal varies across societies 
and time, even within the same 
society.  

Moreover, Durkheim also as-
serts that crime and deviant 
behaviour can somehow prove 
functional to society – for exam-
ple, they help re-evaluate, clari-
fy, and re-affirm moral bounda-
ries.

However, when a society’s 
institutional and regulatory 
framework fails to provide and 
maintain the requisite moral 
compass to keep its members 
in check, crime and deviance 
can escalate beyond control and 
may contribute to social col-
lapse. In other words, in such 
circumstances, societies fall 
prey to normlessness, or what 
Durkheim terms Anomie. 
Here, crime and deviance 

become dysfunctional in nature.
Anomie, for Durkheim, is 

more common in industrial-
ised, complex modern societies 
as due to their fragmented and 
segmented nature, heterogene-
ous social structures find the 

task of keeping a watertight col-
lective conscience increasingly 
challenging.

Perhaps, more controversial-
ly, for Durkheim, crime and 
deviance are normal and are to 
be expected wherever human 
beings conglomerate. This is 

because humankind’s 
nature is governed 

by what h e 
terms the homo du-

plex, where the im-
pulse to

 deviate is central.
It is the person’s social be-

ing – built through interac-
tion with significant others and 
where ideas on normative and 
non-normative behaviour are 
internalised – that controls the 
primal impulse to deviate.

So for many Durkheimian 
criminologists, the fundamental 
question to be asked is not why 

individuals deviate and commit 
criminal acts. The key issue to 
address is what helps keep us in 
line and functioning along this 
normative framework.

Apart from the importance of 
effective socialisation and moral 
development, various sociolo-
gists lay emphasis on the impor-
tance of strong communities for 

crime prevention.

For example, 
the seminal post-war American 
sociologist Travis Hirschi focus-
es on the centrality of effective 
social bonds to combat the rise 
of anonymous communities.

These act as fertile ground 
for societal de-regulation and 
the unshackling of the deviant 
impulse. Without the requi-
site community identity, at-
tachment, participation and 
involvement, communities risk 
atomisation and the erosion of 
the informal social sanction-
ing power that more cemented 
communities possess.

The ramifications for under-

standing why crime tends to 
proliferate among weakened 
communities and neighbour-
hoods are enormous. Moreover, 
social control theory provides a 
strong case for the communi-
ty-oriented scaffolding that na-
tional crime prevention strate-
gies should ensure. What are we 
doing, as a nation, to ensure that 
our communities do not spi-
ral into a fragmented aggregate 
of people, versus spaces where 
there is meaningful interaction 
that cultivates a sense of belong-
ing and fulfilment, and thus act 
as strong buffers against the de-
viant or criminal impulse?

Quite often, this important de-
bate is lost amidst the cacopho-
ny – often short-lived – follow-
ing the perpetration of serious 
criminal offences.

Safer and stronger communi-
ties will not rid and eradicate 
crime. But they will go a long 
way to ensure community and 
societal integration.

And the latter, along with ef-
fective rule of law, community 
policing, a strong safety net that 
identifies those most at risk of 
criminal careers and victimisa-
tion, are tantamount to a holis-
tic and effective national crime 
prevention strategy.

Over a century 
later, Emile
Durkheim’s ideas 
on crime and
deviance still hold 
true: where
institutions fail, 
crime escalates 
beyond control

CRIME thrives where 
community identity is weak

Effective rule of law, community 
policing, a strong safety net that 
identifies those most at risk of 
criminal careers and victimisation, 
are tantamount to a holistic and 
effective national crime prevention 
strategy.

Crime and punishment
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THREE years have passed since 
Abdalla, Amara and Kader fled 
the shores of war-torn Libya in 
the hope of reaching security, 
a safe destination, and an op-
portunity to pursue the kind of 
dreams any  teenager hopes for. 
THEIR aspirations suggest noth-
ing out of the ordinary: to pursue 

an education, play football, find 
peace of mind, make their fam-
ilies proud. Three years have 
passed since these three African 
teenagers, aged 15, 16, and 19 at 
the time, were asked to mediate 
and translate between the cap-
tain of the El Hiblu vessel, and 
100 migrants, scared out of their 
wits at the prospect of being re-
turned to Libya.

Three teenagers, two of them 
boys, the other barely on the 
cusp of adulthood, were able to 
understand the panic of the oth-
er passengers and the need to 
convey their shared fears to the 
Captain. They had no knowledge 
of the 1951 Geneva Convention, 

and yet, in spite of their young 
ages, they had been exposed to 
enough terror in their lives to 
understand that a return to Lib-
ya and the horrors that awaited 
them would be cruel, wrong, and 
also criminal. 

As the captain steered his ves-
sel back towards Malta, the po-
litical fallout was already becom-
ing clear.

The Italian media had already 
reported that the vessel had been 
‘hijacked’ and Italy’s Interior 
Minister Matteo Salvini brand-
ed the incident as “the first act 
of piracy on the high seas with 
migrants”. A special unit of the 
Maltese military stormed the 

vessel.
Met by a scene of calm, there 

was no need to take control, but 
simply to escort the captain as 
he continued to steer his ship to-
wards Malta.

The Armed Forces of Malta 
released footage of the military 
exercise that was subsequently 
broadcast by national and in-
ternational media, the display 
of sovereign muscle framed and 
supported the political narra-
tive of border politics within the 
Mediterranean and broader EU 
context.

Upon arrival in Malta, the 
three boys were handcuffed, im-
prisoned and charged with ter-

rorism. They face a lifetime in 
prison. 

The ElHiblu3 Freedom Com-
mission is a newly formed and 
independent alliance of human 
rights advocates demanding 
freedom of the ElHiblu3.

Almost three years since the 
vessel El Hiblu 1 arrived in Mal-
ta, the prosecution hasn’t for-
mulated an official charge.  The 
charges brought against the 
three young men cannot be jus-
tified, their treatment to date be-
yond reprehensible.

The Commission is calling on 
Malta to immediately dismiss 
the proceedings against the 
three youth.  

Drop the charges against the El Hiblu 3

Dr Roberta Attard
Counselling

OUR Faculty’s 10th anniversa-
ry, a celebration of its history, 
affords a brief amble down the 
pathways of time, to consider 
perhaps, the lessons afforded by 
experience.

In this respect, I would like to 
share some thoughts from writer, 

academic and helping practition-
er, Frantz Fanon’s Black Skins, 
White Masks (1952):

“Sometimes people hold a core 
belief that is very strong. When 
they are presented with evidence 
that works against that belief, the 
new evidence cannot be accept-
ed… And because it is so impor-
tant to protect the core belief, 
they will rationalize, ignore and 
even deny anything that doesn't 
fit in with the core belief.”

 History is strewn with examples 
of such beliefs, of which some 
have changed the face of entire 
populations such as the slavery 
of black persons, the inhumane 

treatment and disenfranchise-
ment of Native American Indians 
and Indigenous Australians, the 
killing of six million European 
Jews and five million prisoners of 
war, including Romany, persons 
with disability and gay and les-
bian persons, and as I write this 
piece the invasion of Ukraine. 
The list is lengthy and reads like 
a walk of shame for humanity.

We perceive others through our 
own personal lens, coloured and 
distorted by our needs, experi-
ences and desires, and this per-
ception can give rise to misper-
ception which, in turn, can be a 
catalyst for conflict and strife. If 

we allow our actions to follow 
our perceptions, with little or 
no reflexive thought, we react in 
ways confluent with these phan-
tom perceptions.

As students, academics, re-
searchers, professional helpers 
and staff within the Faculty for 
Social Wellbeing, we are com-
pelled to make our voice heard 
where there is injustice and strife, 
and sow the seeds of understand-
ing, equity and compassion.

Oscar Wilde once remarked 
that “The smallest act of kindness 
is worth more than the grandest 
intention”. May these acts be the 
hallmark of our history.

The 
smallest 
act of 
kindness 
is worth 
more 
than the 
grandest 
intention

Almost three years since 
the vessel El Hiblu 
1 arrived in Malta, 
the prosecution hasn’t 
formulated an official 
charge.  The charges 
brought against the 
three young men cannot 
be justified, their 
treatment to date beyond 
reprehensible
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People

What is your role at 
the Faculty?
I’m the messenger 
and beadle

How long have you 
been working at the
University? Approxi-
mately 13 years

Any children? Three

What is your favourite pastime?
Going to the gym

Do you like sports? Yes

What is your favourite sport? Football

Do you practice any sport?
Mostly jogging and work-outs at the gym

What is one experience you recall when you 
were young? When I met Alessandro Del Piero

Which is the country you would keep visiting?
I would say Italy because I never get bored of 
visiting Turin. Sicily is another favourite

What is your favourite football team?
Juventus... of course!

Which song would you hum in the shower?
Naturally, the Juventus hymn

Which is your favourite Netflix series? 
Breaking Bad

What are you afraid of when you grow old?
To remain alone… therefore loneliness

What is one item you cannot live without?
I cannot live without my kids for sure, but if I had 
to pick an item, I’d say... TV

Do you believe in God? Yes

Do you have pets? Yes, a female cat – she’s cur-
rently very old and I’m trying my best to lengthen 
her life

Should animals have the same rights as people? 
I believe that animals need to have rights yes. I’m 
against animal cruelty, definitely

What is your favourite meal and drink?
Pizza and beer

What is one value in life that guides you?
The values my father taught me: respecting and 
valuing the family

JOSEPH DeBATTISTA FRANCES MALLIA FORMER SOCIAL WORK MANAGER

“I didn’t have 
it easy. But 
looking back, 
I believe life 
is what you 
make of it”

At what age did you start study-
ing social work at university?

I went to university at the age of 
40. 

Why did you leave it so late in 
your life to start your university 
course, when I’ve always known 
you speaking about your love 
for studying since you were very 
young?

Precisely because I didn’t have 
the resources to study before. 
When I was at school I was al-
ways completely focused on my 
studies and loved learning about 
everything. Nothing else mat-
tered. Somehow, I knew that if 
I take my studies seriously I will 
manage to get out of the darkness 
that characterised my childhood 
and youth. 

And why social work?
Probably it was the fact that I 

was always empathic and wanted 
to help other people.

Where did this passion to help 
others come from?

Family always turned to me for 
advice and guidance.  I was al-
ways a good listener even when 
the friends of my children came 
to our home. Relationships are 
very important to me and I de-
veloped many special bonds with 
them. One particular situation I 
remember was when a friend of 
my daughter Abigail was ‘coming 
out’ and he wanted to talk about 
this transition. I felt very humbled 

and very special that he chose me. 
It meant he felt safe confiding in 
me. I think that the fact that oth-
ers felt they could trust me made 
me even more eager to help. 

I did not have an easy childhood, 
and this is putting it mildly. My 
father was an alcoholic, a good 
man nonetheless, but this prob-
lem ate him up. Even though he 
had a good salary very little ended 
up in the family coffers. We lived 
in poverty with very limited if any 
resources whatsoever. We lived in 
a slum area (kerrejja) in Hamrun. 
It was chaotic. We lived in two 
rooms and had a very tiny toilet. 
As children, we would only wash 
completely once a week in a basin. 
We were the underdogs in our 
community and indeed, we were 
pushed aside by those around us 
because of where we lived, and 
because of our dysfunctional fam-
ily. My mother had to keep bor-
rowing money to be able to sus-
tain us. We always seemed to lack 
the essentials in life. I remember 
very distinctly that as a 14-year-
old girl I used to promise myself 
that when I have my children of 
my own I would make sure they 
would not go through this. Family 
for me was always important.

Was it all doom and gloom?
No... I remember going to the 

Prof. Andrew 
Azzopardi caught 
up with Frances 
Mallia, whom he 
has known for 
almost half his life. 
For a number of 
years Frances and 
Azzopardi crossed 
paths when they 
studied social work 
together.
Prof. Azzopardi 
has always been 
fascinated by her 
sense of
self-giving...
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beach, or going out on Sun-
days with my aunt and uncle. 
This brought some respite to 
what I would be experiencing 
on a day-to-day basis. We also 
had the love of my grandfather, 
which I treasure to this day. 
Other than that, as a little girl 
it was a cycle I thought I would 
never manage to break away 
from.

Was going to university a 
dream that developed in time? 

No, no. I always wanted to go 
to university but I knew it was 
impossible for me to achieve 
that target. We just couldn’t 
afford it and I had to go out to 
work. I remember once being 
on a school visit to the Univer-
sity of Malta, hoping that one 
day I would come here too. 
Somehow I didn’t believe that 
dream would materialise.

I always refer to you as our 
own ‘Florence Nightingale’, 
taking on children and rescue 
animals...

[Laughs] Yes, I was always 

taking on children who had 
problems – either at home or 
refugees, or people dealing 
with personal issues! I wanted 
to be there for them.

Some stayed on for as long as 
13 years; others I have adopt-
ed, others know they will find 
me whenever they need. It also 
created quite a financial bur-
den on me. I would have to 
cook and pay bills for 10 people 
at a time. Somehow, I managed 
but it became quite a chore.

But there was no way I could 
abandon these children. Most 
still keep in touch with me. I 
was actually the first separated 
person to adopt in Malta, and 
it took the court magistrate 
some convincing, but I man-
aged at the end. 

I believe that children need 
a strong adult’s presence and 
I tried to fill in this role when 
the children who crossed my 
path did not have that pres-
ence.

What are your core beliefs?
I believe in goodness. And 

I love doing what is right and 
helping others because it gives 
me satisfaction. To a certain 
degree there is an element of 
selfishness, but it is why most 
people do good things. I am al-
so motivated by other peoples’ 
pain. Let’s face it: it’s enjoyable 
to help. I am also motivated by 
other peoples’ pain.

What is so special about social 
work?

It is the opportunity to con-
nect with people. It is the satis-
faction of seeing people grow. 
It is a profession that gives 
hope to so many people who 
are at the margins of society. 

What kept you going in life?
Notwithstanding the difficul-

ties I had to face during most 
of my life, such as the issues I 
had to tackle as I was growing 
up, or my broken marriage, 
which did not work out, and 
the serious and difficult prob-
lems my son Jon got himself 
into, the struggles my daughter 
Abigail endured growing up, or 

the endless number of children 
needing my help, I still believe 
that what made me get on with 
life is eliminating the emotion 
of bitterness and anger and 
instead transforming that into 
positive energy with tangible, 
practical actions.

How did your children feel 
about the fact that you shared 
your life with so many other 
children?

They had no issue as far as I 
know. They considered them 
brothers and sisters. Obvi-
ously, when they were going 
through difficult times and I 
was all alone trying to sort out 
these problems, it was very dif-
ficult to manage – but I never 
gave up on them. 

How many children did you 
support?

This is a difficult one. I cannot 
remember exactly but there 
must have been at least 15 chil-
dren I was directly involved 
in from all walks of life, from 
so many different countries, 

backgrounds and religions.

What do you think is the big-
gest satisfaction in your life?

I believe that seeing my chil-
dren settle down, establishing 
themselves in the professions 
they are so passionate about, 
is what makes me happy. My 
achievement in life is that the 
people I met and who crossed 
my path every day made me 
a better person, and I hope I 
have contributed positively to 
their life.

…and animals?
Oh, they are of the most im-

portance in my life. 

Why?
Because they depend entirely 

on me.
And I always go for rescue 

animals. I love them so much. 
They make me happy.

Final words...?
I didn’t have it easy.
But looking back I believe 

that life is what you make of it!
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Prof. Carmen Sammut
Pro-Rector for
Student & Staff Affairs
and Outreach

SOCIAL Wellbeing is the youngest 
Faculty in a University that boasts 
430 years of history.

Since its nascence, the Faculty of 
Social Wellbeing experienced signif-
icant developmental milestones: it 
asserted its existence, developed its 
own ‘language’, and above else, par-
ticipated in enriching collaborations 
with a range of other faculties, cen-
tres and institutes, as well as with key 
governmental agencies and non-gov-
ernmental organisations.

The Faculty also evolved its spe-
cial interests and championed the 
focus of each and every department. 

As its academic and administrative 
staff swelled to meet student de-
mand, the Faculty contributed to the 
development of a Maltese body of 
research and knowledge, whilst it is 
also asserting itself at par with other 
long-established faculties in universi-
ties overseas.

The Faculty for Social Wellbeing 
assumed that organisational growth 
patterns are generally faster during 
early years, as any promising new set-
up finds its feet and grows its own 
teeth. However, the Faculty soon 
showed that it had the potential to 
endure, to flex and expand its mus-
cles and to enjoy esteem and atten-
tion from both locally and on inter-
national platforms.

At ten years of age the Faculty is 
progressing from its infancy into its 
adolescence and adulthood. How will 
it meet new challenges? How will it 
face unexpected turbulences and un-
avoidable growing-up pains? How 
will it deal with the attention that it 
attracts? How will it respond to a so-
ciety that tends to present complex 
and perhaps contradictory pressures? 
What sort of reflection does it need 

to engage in, to check its impulses 
and to ensure reactions that are ma-
ture and correct?

In the coming ten years, I am sure 
that the Faculty will spread its wings 
even wider.

Its development will certainly also 
depend on the existence of the Uni-
versity vis-a-vis national goals and 
within the bigger global picture. We 
all need to keep responding to social, 
political, economic, and cultural pro-
cesses in order to touch the pulse of 
our society and remain relevant.  

Each year the Faculty of Society 
Wellbeing generates an average of 
260 professionals in crucial disci-
plines that include the mental health 
professions, preventive therapies, so-
cial and community work, the areas 
of inclusion and mainstreaming par-
ticularly the fields of gender, ageing 
and disability. 

It also looks at issues that touch the 
heart of communities: families, chil-
dren, youth and older persons. It does 
not merely provide a better under-
standing of specific socio-economic 
groups, but also deals with policy and 
big questions that are closely related 

to social justice.   
The Faculty constitutes a pillar of 

the institutional development of the 
University of Malta. An inclusive 
university contributes to an inclusive 
society.

The University of Malta Strategy 
2020-2025 outlines our institutional 
commitment to the areas of equity, 
diversity and inclusion. The Gender+ 
Equity Plan that was adopted by the 
University in early 2022 is a histori-
cal commitment to these principles. 
Here, I wish to take the opportunity 
to commend and thank all those ac-
ademics from the Faculty of Society 
Wellbeing who give their valuable 
time to support the rectorate in its 
endeavour to develop the various 
University policies and procedures 
and to implement numerous initi-
atives that will help us reach these 
aims.

At ten years of age the Faculty of So-
ciety Wellbeing is commemorating 
its successes thanks to the energy and 
commitment of many. The whole 
University augurs you well and joins 
you in the well-deserved celebrations 
of this special anniversary.

Energetic and spreading its wings

And in closing...

Alison Darmanin
Faculty Manager

I have worked at the Univer-
sity of Malta for over 20 years, 
with these past four years as 
manager of the Faculty for 
Social Wellbeing.

The day-in, day-out jour-
ney of coordinating under-
graduate and postgraduate 
programmes, managing over 
20 members of staff and trou-
bleshooting problems, is what 
takes up most of my day.

As a faculty we have grown 
exponentially in these last 
years in terms of numbers, de-
livering over 50 programmes, 
coordinating various logistics 
ranging from examinations 
to student special requests, 

supporting scores of PhD 
Candidates and consistently 
maintaining a high level of 
expectations and standards 
to make sure we deliver the 
goods.

But what really keeps me go-
ing is the Faculty’s passion to 

provide the best possible ser-
vice to students.

Students choose to study 
with us and we want to return 
that trust and belief by mak-
ing their experience a memo-
rable one in the good sense of 
the word.

The Faculty is  focused on 
making sure our graduands 
are prepared to face life.

Come on take the plunge 
and study with us! 

Running a faculty

The Faculty is  focused 
on making sure our 

graduands are prepared 
to face life
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