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KEY MESSAGE

Estonian family structures have diversified over time. However, family
members’ mental health and well-being do not depend on family struc-
ture alone. The relationships between family members are more important
than family composition. With its diverse family structures, Estonian society
needs both formal and informal networks for families to ensure the availa-
bility of prevention and intervention strategies that support mental health
and well-being for all families and family members.

INTRODUCTION

— very person is part of a family. We
—— are connected with our family
_______members through family relation-
ships, even if we do not live with them
or meet them every day. The family is a
child’'s primary context for socialisation,
where they learn the meaning of coexist-
ing with others. From family members,
the child learns how to participate in a
relationship and how to recognise and
share their joys and sorrows. Relation-
ship patterns acquired from the family
are tacitly passed down to future gener-
ations.

Today's families are characterised by
diverse family structures — divorce and
repartnering. The blended family, where
at least one parent has previously been
in a couple relationship and the family
includes children from their previous
and current relationships, is not an unu-
sual family structure. A change in family

structure leadsto changesintherelation-
ships between all family members and
affects how they feel within and outside
the family. At the same time, a change
in family structure does not necessarily
cause family relationships to deteriorate.
It often leads to better-functioning rela-
tionships between family members (e.g.
an abusive parent moving out). In any
case, a change in family relationships re-
quires adjustment and a conscious effort
to function better.

Today’s families are characterised

by diverse family structures,
requiring adjustment and a
conscious effort to function
better.
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International studies show that fam-
ily relationships significantly affect the
well-being of adults and have a decisive
role in life satisfaction in Estonia and
other countries where individuals have
a great deal of freedom when it comes
to forming couple relationships, becom-
ing a parent or deciding on the number
of children they want to have (Margolis
and Myrskyla 2013). Among the various
aspects of life satisfaction, positive rela-
tionships with family members are not
in the best shape in Estonia. Compared
with other European countries, adults in
Estonia have fewer people they can lean
on in times of need (Ruggeri et al. 2020).
Family relationships also have a signif-
icant impact on children’s life satisfac-
tion. If the child cannot understand why
the parents are divorcing and forming a
new family, and the child is not involved
in decisions about their future, this can
negatively impact the child's well-being
(Nahkur and Kutsar 2021).

In this article, we seek answers to
three questions: (1) How have Estonian
family structures changed over time? (2)
How are the mental health and well-be-
ing of children and adult family mem-
bers in different family structures related
to satisfaction with family relationships?
(3) How do children and adults living
in different family structures evaluate
their mental health and well-being? We
also discuss how the early stages of the
COVID-19 pandemic affected the men-
tal health and well-being of children and
parents in Estonia. We look at mental
health and well-being primarily in terms
of overall satisfaction with life. Here we
define family as people who live together
and are in a couple relationship or pa-
rental relationship. This includes adults
in a couple relationship with or without
children, single parents living with one or
more of their children but whose partner
does not live with the family, as well as
families with children and a stepparent.

Figure 3.1.1. Distribution and change of family structures among adults aged 18-60
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Figure 3.1.2. Distribution and change of family structures among adults aged 18-60

living with children under 18
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Estonian family struc-
tures have diversified
over time

o understand the changes in Es-
Ttonian family structures in recent

years, we used the 2005 (N = 5,642)
and 2021-2022 (N = 9,088) data from the
Estonian Generations and Gender Sur-
vey, which is a representative study of
adult Estonian residents aged 18 to 60.
The patterns of family formation in Esto-
nia have changed significantly over time.
At the beginning of the 20th century,
70% of young people started their unions
by marrying, but among the birth co-
horts of the 1960s and 1970s, more than
90% of couples started their unions with
cohabitation (Puur and Rahnu 2011). The
trend of childbearing not being confined
to marriage appeared in Estonia already
in the 1960s, when 14% of children were

born out of wedlock. The same trend
continues today as more than half of chil-
dren are born to cohabiting parents.

The diversification of family struc-
tures can also be seen in the change in
the share of single-parent and steppar-
ent families. The majority of Estonian
families consist of two parents and their
biological child or children (Steinbach et
al. 2016). At the same time, the share of
people living alone and, to some extent,
people living in families with a steppar-
ent has increased in Estonia over time
(see Figure 3.1.1). In 2021, 76.9% of all fam-
ilies with children (N = 3,488) in Estonia
were those with two birth parents, 9.7%
were single-parent families, and 13.4%
were stepparent families. Compared to
2005, the share of both birth-parent and
single-parent families has somewhat de-
creased (by 1.5% and 5.2%, respectively),
while the share of people living in step-
parent families has increased (6.7%),
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the support provided to one another in
the family,* including how these aspects
of family relationships affect overall life
satisfaction.

The analysis indicates that family re-
lationships play an important role in the
life satisfaction of adult family members.
The more satisfied one was with family re-
lationships, the higher their evaluation of

Based on self-reported life satisfaction,
girls’ life satisfaction is more affected

by poor family relationships as they

get older. Girls' greater sensitivity and
vulnerability is probably due to the
persistence of traditional gender roles in
child-rearing.

especially among women, for whom the
increase is almost tenfold (see Figure
312). In the same period, the share of
families with a single mother decreased
by more than one-third, while the share
of families with a single father more than
doubled. It appears that after a previous
couple relationship or marriage ends,
women who raise children alone may
have less difficulty finding a new partner
than men who raise children alone.

The proportion of stepparent and
single-parent families in Estonia is one
of the largest in Europe. With its high
proportion of stepparent families, Esto-
nia is similar to other Eastern European
countries. And its high proportion of sin-
gle-parent families makes Estonia similar
to Northern European countries (Stein-
bach et al. 2016).

Family relationships
affect children’s and
parents’ life satisfaction

n evaluating adult family members’

satisfaction with life and family rela-

tionships (18-64 years old; N = 2,4606),
we relied on the 2003-2016 data from the
European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS),
which is a representative study of the Es-
tonian adult population, using the indi-
cators of overall life satisfaction' and sat-
isfaction with family life? respectively. We
also studied the quality of the relation-
ship between children and parents® and

life satisfaction. This positive association is
more apparent in the case of single par-
ents but also applies to parents in a cou-
ple relationship. It appeared that across
the different aspects of family relation-
ships, only the parents’ desire to devote
more time to their child was linked to life
satisfaction. Again, this was more appar-
ent in the case of single parents than par-
ents in a couple relationship. The greater
the single parent’s desire to devote time
to their child, the lower their overall life
satisfaction. Such results suggest that
single parents realise the importance of
and value their role in raising children but
also feel that by themselves they cannot
do everything they want to do. This per-
ceived imbalance between their abilities
and society's expectations affects the
overall life satisfaction of single parents.
When analysing children’s satisfac-
tion with life and family relationships, we
relied on the 2018 data from the Interna-
tional Survey of Children's Well-Being®
(ISCWeB) for 10- and 12-year-old children,
using the indicators of overall life satis-
faction® and satisfaction with family
members? respectively. For T11-, 13- and
15-year-old children, we used the 2018
data from the study of Health Behav-
jiour in School-Aged Children (HBSCQC),
where life satisfaction was evaluated on
a 10-point ladder® and satisfaction with
family relationships was measured as an
overall assessment of the frequency of
nine joint family activities.? In addition,
we studied the quality of the relationship
between child and parent,'® the safety
of the family environment” and fami-
ly members’ support for one another,™
including how these affect life satisfac-
tion. Both studies have a representative
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sample for the respective age group in
Estonia (ISCWeB 10-year-olds N = 1,013
and 12-year-olds N = 1,079; HBSC 11-year-
olds N = 1,570, 13-year-olds N = 1,607 and
15-year-olds N =1,550).

Satisfaction with family relationships
impacts children’s life satisfaction dif-
ferently depending on age, gender and
family structure. We compared children
living in a family based on whether they
were living with two birth parents, a birth
parent and a stepparent, or a single par-
ent. Although there are some age-related
differences among family structures, the
general trend is that family relationships
play a more critical role in life satisfaction
for children living in a family with a step-

People in a couple relationship, either
with or without children, are significantly
more satisfied with family life than single
parents or people living alone, especially
men. A person in a couple relationship is
significantly more likely to get help from
a family member or relative in case of mild

depression and a need to talk.

ships on life satisfaction differs somewhat
across family structures. However, the
general trend is that family relationships
are tied to life satisfaction more among

girls, who become vulnerable to poor
family relationships as they get older.

parent. Gender comparisons also show
that, by age, the impact of family relation-

1 All things considered, how satisfied would you say you are with your life these days? 1- very dissatisfied ...
10 — very satisfied.

How satisfied are you with your family life? 1- very dissatisfied ... 10 — very satisfied.

3 As measured with the following two questions: (1) On average, how many hours per week are you involved
in any of the following activities outside of paid work? Caring for and/or educating your children. (2) Could
you tell me if you spend as much time as you would like to in each area, or if you wish you could spend less
time or more time in that activity? Caring for children or grandchildren: 1 - spend less time; 2 - spend as
much time as | currently do; 3 — spend more time.

4 From whom would you get support in each of the following situations? For each situation, choose the
most important source of support. If you were feeling a bit depressed and wanting someone to talk to:
1-a member of your family / relative; 2 — a friend, neighbour or someone else who does not belong to your
family or relatives; 3 — a service provider, institution or organisation; 4 — nobody (only options 1and 4 were
used in the analysis).

5 See https://isciweb.org/ Data collection and the analysis presented here were supported by the Estonian
Research Council grant (PRG700).

6 How satisfied are you with the following in your life? Satisfaction with life as a whole: O — not at all satisfied
.. 10 — totally satisfied.

7 How satisfied are you with the people that you live with? O — not at all satisfied ... 10 — totally satisfied.

8 In general, where on the ladder do you feel you stand at the moment? O — worst possible life .. 10 — best
possible life.

9 Overall frequency of joint family activities: 1) watching TV or videos together; 2) playing indoor games to-
gether; 3) playing computer games together; 4) eating together; 5) going for a walk together; 6) visiting
different places together; 7) visiting friends or relatives together; 8) doing sports together; 9) sitting down
and having discussions together.1-every day; 2 - most days; 3 — about once a week; 4 — less often; 5 - never.

10 ISCWeB: ‘There are people in my family who care about me’; ‘My parents/carers listen to me and take what
| say into account’; HBSC: ‘How easy is it for you to talk to your (step)mother/(step)father about things that
really bother you?’

11 ISCWeB: ‘| feel safe at home’; HBSC: ‘Have you ever argued or fought with your parent when he/she was
drunk?’; ‘Have you ever heard your parents fighting when at least one of them was drunk?’

12 ISCWeB: ‘If | have a problem, people in my family will help me’; HBSC: arithmetic average of the following
statements: ‘My family really tries to help me’; 'l get emotional support from my family’; ‘I can talk about
problems with my family’; ‘My family is willing to help me make decisions'.
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The importance of family relation-
ships in children’s life satisfaction is also
evident when looking at various aspects
of the quality of family relationships.
Among 12-year-old children, the impor-
tance of these aspects is greater in the
life satisfaction of children raised in a
family with two birth parents or a step-
parent, and somewhat less in the case
of children raised by a single parent. For
12-year-old children living in a family with
two birth parents, life satisfaction is most
strongly related to satisfaction with the
people they live with. For children living
with a stepparent, the strongest factor is
feeling safe, and for children living with
a single parent, it is the child’'s percep-
tion of care in the family. Among 13- and
15-year-old children, aspects of the quali-
ty of family relationships best explain the
life satisfaction of girls and 15-year-old
children living with a stepparent.

Girls' greater sensitivity and vulner-
ability in the context of family relation-
ships is most likely due to the persistence
of traditional gender roles in child-rear-
ing. Such findings raise questions about
girls’ vulnerability in family relationships
vis-a-vis their role as future mothers and
the possibilities for boys as future fathers

to shift towards more open relationships
with their future partners and children.

Adults in a couple
relationship have higher
life satisfaction

he existence of a couple relation-

ship and parenting relationship

plays an important role in adults’
life satisfaction. Out of all family struc-
tures, parents in a couple relationship
have the highest life satisfaction, and
people living alone and single parents
have the lowest, especially women (see
Figure 3.1.3). However, compared to other
countries in the European Union, the life
satisfaction of Estonian parents in a cou-
ple relationship is rather low or average,
while the life satisfaction of Estonian sin-
gle parents is average.

Having a couple relationship and/or
being parents also plays a role in adults’
satisfaction with family life. People in a
couple relationship, either with or with-
out children, are significantly more sat-
isfied with family life than single parents
or people living alone, especially men

BE AWARE OF THE SIGNS OF POSTPARTUM DEPRESSION

Becoming a parent is usually seen as something joyful and fulfilling. Yet
studies estimate that 8-17% of new mothers and 7-9% of new fathers
experience postpartum depression during the first year of their child’s
life, which puts both the child's and the parent’s health, well-being, and
development at risk. Typically, a parent suffering from postpartum depres-
sion experiences anxiety, irritability, guilt, fatigue, and a lack of energy and
interest. All this makes it difficult to take care of the newly born child and
oneself. One of the biggest predictors of postpartum depression in fathers
is postpartum depression in the mother. Lack of a support network to help
new parents is also among the risk factors. Therefore, it is important to
pay special attention to family relationships before and after the birth of a
child — to improve strained relationships, offer help to one another, and be
ready to accept and rely on others for help.

SOURCE: Pedersen et al. 2021
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Figure 3.1.3. Average life satisfaction (on a scale of 1-10) in adults by family structure

and gender
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SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on the 2016 data from the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS)

(see Figure 3.1.4). Moreover, it is signif-
icantly more likely that a person in a
couple relationship can get help from a
family member or relative in case of mild
depression and a need to talk.

Regardless of the presence of children,
Estonian adults aged 25-34 in a couple
relationship are significantly more satis-
fied with life than adults living alone. This
suggests that creating and maintaining a
relationship in young adulthood supports
life satisfaction. At the same time, among
35-t0-49-year-olds, parents in a couple re-
lationship are significantly more satisfied
with life than people in any other family
structure. This indicates the importance
of having children in mid-life.

A comparison of men’'s and women's
life satisfaction shows that parenthood
increases life satisfaction for men in a
couplerelationship more than forwomen
in a couple relationship. At the same
time, women who are in a couple rela-
tionship and have children are signifi-
cantly more satisfied with life than single
mothers. Women's life satisfaction is also
higher if they are in a relationship with-
out children than if they are living alone
without children.

Satisfaction with family life decreases
with age, and women'’s satisfaction with
family life is generally somewhat higher
than men’s. Women aged 35-49 are the
exception: they are significantly less sat-
isfied with family life compared to men
of the same age. Moreover, in case of
mild depression and a need to talk, they
estimated the likelihood of receiving
help from a family member or relative to
be significantly lower than men did. On
the one hand, this finding may indicate
a discrepancy between women's expec-
tations and the reality regarding equal
parenting. On the other hand, it may
indicate a discrepancy between wom-
en’s self-esteem and society’s expecta-
tions about them handling motherhood.

Women's perceived lack of support
from family is concerning. It indica-
tes that many adult family members
in Estonia may not get support from
their family during the most difficult

periods of their lives.
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Figure 3.1.4. Average satisfaction with family life (on a scale of 1-10) in adults

by family structure and gender
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SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on the 2016 data from the European Quality of Life Survey (EQLS)

Women's perceived lack of support from
family is concerning. It indicates that Es-
tonian adult family members may not
get support from their family during the
most difficult periods of their lives.

Living with or separately
from parents plays a role
in adolescents’ satisfac-
tion with life and family
relationships

[ amily structure also has an impact
—— on children’s satisfaction with life

and family relationships; it becomes
especially important when the child
reaches adolescence. This trend is more
pronounced in Estonia than in other
countries in Eastern and Northern Eu-
rope (see Figures 315 and 3.1.6). Among
10-year-olds, life satisfaction is not signif-
icantly related to family structure. How-
ever, after reaching adolescence, children
living with two biological parents are
more satisfied with their lives and family

relationships than children living with a
stepparent or a single parent. Compared
to children living with both of their birth
parents, 12-year-old children living with a
single parent or a stepparent were signif-
icantly less satisfied with the people they
live with. Also, they significantly less agree
that parents listen to them and take their
opinions into account or provide support
in case of a problem. Twelve-year-old chil-
dren living in a family with a stepparent
perceive their family members as caring
significantly less often than children liv-
ing in a family with two birth parents or
a single parent, and they consider their
home less safe than children living with
birth parents.”™ Both 13- and 15-year-old
children living with stepparents take part
in joint activities with their family signif-
icantly less than children living with two
birth parents. However, children living
with two birth parents feel they have a
more supportive atmosphere at home
than do children living in other family
structures. These findings clearly indicate
the need to create and maintain a sup-
portive environment and support net-

13 See the findings based on the same analysis in detail here:

https://arenguseire.ee/pikksilm/laste-heaolu-tulevik/.
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work for children, even when the family
structure changes. Opportunities to ex-
press their joys and sorrows and spend
time with family are especially critical
when children reach adolescence.

As age increases, satisfaction with life
and family relationships decreases the
most among girls living in a family with
a stepparent or a single parent. Almost

Family structure affects children’s life
satisfaction and satisfaction with family
relationships. It becomes particularly
significant in adolescence, as children
living with two biological parents are
more satisfied with their lives and family
relationships than children living with a

73% of 10-year-old girls living with a step-
parent and 72% of girls living with a single
parent gave their life satisfaction max-
imum points (10 on a 0-10 scale). How-
ever, among 12-year-olds, only 29% and
39%, respectively, gave their life satisfac-
tion the highest assessment. The study
of Health Behaviour in School-Aged Chil-
dren (HBSC 2018) also confirms that fam-
ily structure plays a more important role
in girls’ life satisfaction. As age increases,
the assessments related to family rela-
tionships decrease the most among girls
living in a family with a stepparent.
Recent in-depth studies show that los-
ing their home and friends and adjusting
toanew place of residence —including hav-
ing to find new friends, losing and gaining
family members, navigating new family

stepparent or single parent.

relationship patterns and dealing with
changes in family traditions — are some
of the challenges that children face after
their parents separate (llves 2021). Diver-
sifying family structures create the need
to support parents in adjusting with the
role of a single parent or stepparent and in
creating family networks that support the
relationships and well-being of children
and parents. One option is what is known
as bird's nest parenting, which allows chil-
dren to continue living in their home and
maintain contact with both parents, who
take turns living with them in their former
family home (Lehtme and Toros 2019).

Figure 3.1.5. Average assessment of overall life satisfaction (on a scale of 0-10) for
10- and 12-year-old children by family structure in Estonia, Eastern Europe (Hungary,
Poland, Romania) and Northern Europe (Finland, Norway)

Estonia ©

Hl 10-year-olds from a family with two birth parents
Hl 10-year-olds from a single-parent family

12-year-olds from a family with a stepparent

Eastern Europe

© Northern Europe

Bl 10-year-olds from a family with a stepparent
B 12-year-olds from a family with two birth parents

12-year-olds from a single-parent family

SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on the 2018 data from the International Survey of Child Well-Being (ISCWeB)
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Figure 3.1.6. Average assessment of satisfaction with family members (on a scale of
0-10) for 10- and 12-year-old children by family structure in Estonia, Eastern Europe
(Hungary, Poland, Romania) and Northern Europe (Finland, Norway)

Estonia © Eastern Europe © Northern Europe
Hl 10-year-olds from a family with two birth parents Hl 10-year-olds from a family with a stepparent
Hl 10-year-olds from a single-parent family B 12-year-olds from a family with two birth parents
12-year-olds from a family with a stepparent 12-year-olds from a single-parent family

SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on the 2018 data from the International Survey of Child Well-Being (ISCWeB)

Diversifying family structures create the
need to support parents in adjusting with
the role of a single parent or stepparent
and in creating family networks that
support the relationships and well-being
of children and parents.

A CHILD BETWEEN TWO HOMES

It was a difficult moment when | had to leave my home, it was a very
difficult moment for me ... | cried every day. | still had to get my things.
| can’t be there every day anymore, so, yeah ... moving out was very diffi-
cult for me.

This is how Kira (not her real name), a girl interviewed by Eliise llves in
2021 as a part of her master’s thesis, describes her experience of living
between two homes.

SOURCE: |lves 2021
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Figure 3.1.7. Average assessment of overall life satisfaction (on a scale of 0-10) in 10-
and 12-year-old boys and girls before the COVID-19 pandemic and during COVID-19,

by family structure

10-year-olds 12-year-olds [} 10-year-olds

Family with two birth parents
mm Boys before COVID-19
mm Girls before COVID-19

Stepparent family

mm Boys during COVID-19
mm Girls during COVID-19

10-year-olds

12-year-olds [} 12-year-olds

Single-parent family

SOURCE: figure by the authors, based on data from the International Survey of Child Well-Being (ISCWeB 2018) and the ISCWeB Supplement

Survey (spring 2021)

Adults experienced more
stress, and children’s
satisfaction with life

and family relationships
decreased, during the
coronavirus pandemic

he COVID-19 pandemic increased

the perceived stress levels among

Estonian adults. In October 2020,
according to the Government Office’s
study on COVID-19, 25% of those sur-
veyed had been under great or very
great stress or tension; in March 2021,
that percentage increased to 33%. Accor-
ding to some analyses, the percentage
of the Estonian adult population who
experienced stress increased to as much
as 52% (Reile et al. 2021). According to a
survey conducted by Turu-uuringute AS
on behalf of the Ministry of Social Affairs,
interviewing people who have children
in preschool, primary school or lower
secondary school, 44% of parents consi-
dered the living arrangements resulting
from the state of emergency following

the COVID-19 outbreak to be stressful
and burdensome. Families with child-
ren of preschool or primary school age
and families with three or more children
perceived living arrangements during
the emergency as especially burden-
some. According to in-depth studies, fa-
milies perceived social isolation as the
most difficult aspect of the COVID-19
pandemic period. It caused misunders-
tandings in families and led to conflicts
(Kopotin 2021). The state of emergency
made it difficult for parents to coordina-
te remote work and children’s distance
learning and to set limits for various acti-
vities, especially the use of smart devices
(see also Kovaljov et al.in this chapter and
Siibak et al. in Chapter 4). Uncertainty
about the future, in some cases also the
family’s deteriorated economic situation,
and the long, intensive time that families
were forced to spend together caused
frustration in both parents and children.

A special survey on the well-being of
fourth- to sixth-grade children (N =1,310)
conducted in the spring of 2021 revealed
that children’s life satisfaction decreased
during the COVID-19 period, especially
among girls (see Figure 3.1.7). Children
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During the pandemic, children’s
satisfaction with family relationships
generally decreased. The time spent
with family helped bring children
and their parents closer, but it also
caused tensions between family
members.

184

living with a stepparent or a single parent
experienced a greater decrease in life sa-
tisfaction during the pandemic than did
peers of the same age and gender living
with two birth parents.

During the pandemic, children’s
satisfaction with family relationships
decreased. The changes were more ap-
parent in children living in a family with
a stepparent and, to a lesser extent,
in children living with a single parent.
Girls' satisfaction with family relations-
hips decreased noticeably. Above all,
during the pandemic, girls living with a
stepparent orasingle parent missed their
relatives (e.g. grandparents or a parent
who lives or works away from home)
more than boys did. How well children
and young people adapted to the new

situation largely depended on how close
they were with their family before the
emergency and how well their family
coped with the effects of the pande-
mic (Kutsar et al. 2022). The time spent
with family helped bring children and
their parents closer, but it also cau-
sed tensions between family members
(Kopotin 2021). The analysis by Kutsar et
al. (2022) revealed that about half of 10-to-
13-year-old children were very strongly
attached to their family, feeling great
care and consideration for one another,
and there was an increase in closeness
within family relationships during the
pandemic. About a fifth of 10-to-13-year-
old children had a weak attachment to
their family. During the second wave of
the pandemic (spring 2021), children felt
more secure and feared the pandemic
less than in the first wave. At the same
time, fatigue from being around family
members all the time and concern about
not seeing friends worsened (Kutsar
and Kurvet-Kaosaar 2021). Movement
restrictions created challenges and
were an additional source of stress for
children moving between their parents
based on visitation arrangements (llves
2021).

THE COVID-19 PANDEMIC STRAINED FAMILY RELATIONSHIPS

The COVID-19 pandemic was difficult for families. The long, intensive time that
families were forced to spend together during the state of emergency created
new strains on family relationships. In addition to increasing stress levels, physi-
cal and psychological domestic violence occurred slightly more often during the
pandemic period. In April 2020, 4% of the participants’ former or current family
members had engaged in physical or psychological violence the month before. In
April 2021, it was 7% of the participants. It is worth noting that among respondents
aged between 15 and 24, this figure was twice as high (14%).

SOURCE: report on the 28th survey round of the COVID-19 study commissioned by the Ministry of Social Affairs

This article was completed with funding from the Estonian Research Council (grant PRG71)
and the Finnish Academy of Science and Letters (grants 345184 and 345183).
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SUMMARY

[ stonian family structures have di-
—— versified over time. The share of
adults who live alone, and the
share of children who live with one birth
parent or in a family with a stepparent,
has increased. These kinds of living ar-
rangements may create challenges in
terms of self-reported mental well-being.
However, the family members’ mental
well-being does not depend on family
structure alone. The quality of the rela-
tionships between family members is
also important. A change in a family’s
structure can put family relationships
under strain as their established rela-
tionship patterns no longer work. Family
relationships therefore require conscious
work and care, so they can be relied onin
times of need. Parents are not born; peo-
ple grow into parenthood. While traditio-
nal parenting requires effort, becoming a
step or single parent also requires purpo-
seful and informed action.

Many results presented in this artic-
le are not surprising. The importance of
human relationships, including the im-
portance of open family relationships
and emotional closeness, is often discus-
sed in the context of mental health and
well-being. It is worrying that Estonian
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