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Background information 
The parents of a rising number of children in Switzerland do not live together. Most cases of multi-local arrangements 
arise in separated and blended or patchwork families, but there can be other reasons. How do children grow up in such 
constellations in practice? What does daily life look like? Who has a say in what? How are the family relationships formed 
and to what extent is there co-parenting across household boundaries? What changes occur over time or as the children 
get older? 
There is currently a great deal of debate around a model in which the children move back and forth between their 
parents’ homes. Some 90,000 children in Switzerland currently grow up multi-locally, i.e. in more than one household 
(Stutz & Bischof 2018, a pilot study for the Canton of Zurich’s Department of Education). They regularly move back and 
forth between fathers, mothers, siblings, half-siblings and other family members. For children growing up multilocally, 
questions of belonging arise differently than for children from traditional families. They must also forge links between 
their different living environments, and with their caregivers they must organize their everyday lives around different 
households. 
To date we know very little about this model in the Swiss context and about how people feel about the everyday aspects 
of multi-local family arrangements in practice and how they affect children in particular. 
 

Research project 
Our study focuses on children and their caregivers. The following questions will be explored through two complemen-
tary sociological sub-projects: 

• What kinds of multi-local family arrangements exist? How are they legally regulated and orally agreed, and how do 
they translate into everyday routines? How do they evolve over time? 

• How do the various parties define “my family”? 
• How do children move between their different homes? 
• How do children connect and reconcile their different living environments? 
• Which external factors are conducive to multi-local living arrangements, and which are obstructive? 

  



     

 
  

Sub-project 1: “When parents do not live together” – A representative nationwide online survey of parents living 
apart and their children in Switzerland (Heidi Stutz/BASS) 

The aim of the survey is to produce a broad overview of the real day-to-day situation of families where the parents live 
separately as well as a retrospective portrait of the evolution and changes in family arrangements as the children get 
older. It will look closely at the advantages and challenges of these arrangements when children live multi-locally, as 
well as asking families who do not implement multilocal caregiving arrangements for their children about their reasons. 
In all cases, the study will look into the extent to which children influence the arrangements and how they feel at pre-
sent. The study will contact equal numbers of parents whose children are officially registered as living with them (mostly 
mothers) and parents whose children are not registered as living with them (mainly fathers). Their addresses will be 
drawn at random from the Federal Office for Statistics’ sample frame register. The parents can also provide access to 
survey other individuals involved (parents living elsewhere, children, new partners). 
 
Sub-project 2: Child-centred qualitative case studies in the cantons or Zurich and Vaud 

(Muriel Degen/MMI and Tanja Guggenbühl/BASS) 
The subproject will take a series of micro-sociological close-ups to paint a nuanced picture of what everyday living and 
growing up in several homes means for children. The aim is to record the children’s perspective on their environment, 
their relationships with family caregivers, their transitions and their making themselves at home in several places. This 
picture will be completed with parents’ and caregivers’ assessments of their children’s development and of “doing fam-
ily” in daily life. 
 
Joint summary 
This multidisciplinary approach will allow us to describe and analyse the significance of children growing up in multi-
local family arrangements in a multi-facetted way. Analysis of the individual sub-projects will be conducted in line with 
the joint research questions to make it easier to produce a joint summary of the broad overview from the survey and 
detailed analysis of the case studies. 
 
The findings will be evaluated, with the participation of the whole team, by Dr Heidi Simoni and Professor Andrea Büch-
ler from the perspectives of developmental psychology and the law. The questions to be addressed here include: What 
significance do the findings have for the children’s future prospects and lives? What implications do they have for our 
understanding of family relationships? What significance do they hold for legal discourse and legal practice? What do 
they say about the functioning of legal provisions, the specific challenges of dealing with legal provisions, and on a 
possible need for new regulations or reforms? 
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The project is funded by the Federal Commission for Family Affairs (EKFF), the Zurich Cantonal Lottery Fund, the Child 
and Youth Policy Coordinating Commission of the Canton of Vaud, the Loterie Romande, Bindella terra vite vita SA, the 
Paul Schiller Foundation, and the Maiores Foundation. 
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