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 We’ve been talking about middle adulthood.  Last time we had been talking 

some about relationships and changes in relationships during this stage.  We had been 

focusing on and will continue for the first part of focusing on marital relationships and 

some of the changes that are taking place. 

 If you’ll remember, one of the things that we talked about was that U-shaped 

curve that marital satisfaction tends to follow.  One of the things that we had talked 

about is that as couples begin to launch their children kind of into the adult world, that 

marital satisfaction tends to begin to increase.  And so we do know that the launching 

of children often requires couples to reevaluate their relationship and to relate to each 

other as a couple without children in the home. 

 Now, it would seem logically to reason that if marital satisfaction tends to start to 

go up during this launching phase, that the vast majority of couples evidently make a 

successful adjustment or transition to this particular event in their lives.  But I think it is 

a time again for couples to take a look at their relationship, to reevaluate it.  It provides 

an opportunity, I think, for couples.  I think a lot of times couples may not even be 

aware of how much their lives have evolved around children, how much of their 

conversation evolves around children, how much of their activities evolve around the 

lives of their children.  And so I think couples hopefully — the vast majority hopefully 

find that this is an opportunity not only to reevaluate, to look at, to focus differently on 

their relationship as a couple apart from having children involved in those dynamics on 

a day-to-day basis. 

 So, you know, one of the things that couples have to begin to look at — and 

hopefully most have done a pretty good job of staying focused on their relationship all 

throughout, but unfortunately that’s not always the case.  Probably two of the main 

areas where couples have to focus or refocus energy — one is simply on activities in 

terms of how they spend time together.  And for many couples probably it’s nothing 
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more than being able to have the opportunity to go back and do some of the things that 

they may have done as a couple before children that they particularly enjoyed doing. 

 I know in my wife’s experience — you know, we particularly enjoyed eating out 

and the places that we ate out were very different than the places that we eat out with a 

child, you know.  Regardless of the age that he has been.  There are a number of 

activities that we do as a family that we still do that my wife and I did when we didn’t 

have Matthew, but even some of those activities are really different.  We still do some 

things as a family like plays, you know, and going to a play, but what play we choose to 

go to will vary pretty dramatically based on something that Matthew would have an 

interest in.  Once Matthew is kind of launched, I’m sure there’s some different plays 

that we’ll go see that we probably wouldn’t have seen with him.  Just because of the 

interest of the play, not necessarily the content of it. 

 So again, simply the activities.  You know, one of the things that we’re finding 

now in the course is -- as Matthew gets older it’s less of an issue — but my wife and I 

have always loved to walk.  We enjoy walking and it’s a time when we do a lot of our 

talking and sharing about different issues.  When Matthew was very, very young, you 

know, we would take him with us, either in a backpack or in a stroller.  Now that he’s 

much older, he’s able to stay home while we walk.  But there was a period of time in 

there when he really didn’t want to go, wasn’t interested in that, and it really kind of 

curtailed our ability to do that.  I know that — you know, like I said, now it’s becoming 

easier, but I know afterwards and when he’s kind of out on his own, that’ll be something 

that’ll become more a regular part of our lives because it’s something that we enjoy 

doing.  My wife and I enjoy the zoo but the zoo probably wouldn’t be like top on our list 

of things to do as a couple.  But for many, many years the zoo and other places like 

that was part of what we did and what we did as a family. 

 So couples have an opportunity again to begin to focus differently on the things 
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that they do as a couple.  Even something as simple as planning a vacation and where 

you go on a vacation may be very, very different as a couple without a child than it was 

for all those years when you had a child still living at home. 

 I think the other area that becomes an opportunity — and for some couples a 

challenge — is around conversation.  I don’t think couples realize how much of their 

conversation, how much of the dialogue that takes place in the home somehow centers 

around or involves the child.  Then all of a sudden, once the child is kind of launched, it 

doesn’t mean that you don’t ever talk about your child but the child becomes less of a 

daily focus.  Particularly when the child is on their own, they’re married, they have their 

own family, it’s probably not a part of everyday conversation.  And now all of a sudden 

a couple has to really — some couples really struggle with, “What do we talk about?”  

Hopefully, that’s not the struggle for most couples.  But all of a sudden what they begin 

to realize is conversation does change.  Less centered on the child and more centered 

on either our individual lives and what’s going on with us but also on our lives as a 

couple as we begin to kind of move through this new stage or new phase of our marital 

relationship. 

 And again, the hope is that most couples find this as a time, an opportunity to 

refocus on that marital relationship and an opportunity to spend time together differently.  

It is part of why I think we see the marital satisfaction curve begin to start to go back up.  

It’s also a time when couples often have the financial stability to do some things 

together and as a couple that they may not have been able to or chosen to do during 

the time that they had children.  Some of that may involve travel and trips that a couple 

might take, and maybe have been planning to take and kind of put that off again until 

children had been launched, gotten out of college, and are now truly on their own.  So 

again, launching of children is again a part of that transition that does affect the marital 

relationship. 
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 We know and we’ve already said that marriages tend to be relatively stable 

during the middle adult years.  However, we know that there are couples who do 

divorce during middle adulthood -- again, when children are launched and they’re on 

their own.  Sometimes couples have stayed together largely because of children and 

wanting to maintain stability for the children.  And then once children are gone, there 

doesn’t tend to be that same need or that same motivation to stay together if the 

relationship has grown unsatisfying to them.  You know, like I said, they tend to be 

relatively stable, but probably more middle-aged adults divorce during this generation 

than they have in previous generations of middle-aged adults. 

 We do find that more highly educated middle-aged adults are likely to divorce.  

That may seem logical, but because why?  Again, let’s say we’ve launched children.  

Why would someone with more education be more likely possibly to divorce?  Again, if 

that relationship has grown unsatisfying. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Yeah.  One of the things that you may find — and again, particularly in our day 

and time, particularly with those who are more highly educated — you’re probably 

dealing with dual career couples.  And so now you’re dealing with where both are not 

only well educated, but at this point in their lives they’ve probably done — both have 

probably done a pretty good job of establishing their careers.  They are able to, if they 

choose to, go in separate directions and financially still be individually fairly secure.  

Others may — even though we launched children, the relationship may have grown less 

satisfying than what they would like.  Financial restraints may still hold them in a 

relationship that’s not overly satisfying to them.  And so again, we do find that more 

highly educated middle adults may divorce.  And again, that doesn’t tend to be the 

majority. 

 This may be somewhat surprising, maybe not.  Divorce at midlife is often — and 
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again, don’t mistake.  Divorce at any time is very stressful in an individual’s life.  But 

what we find is divorce at midlife may be less harmful to well-being than during younger 

years and for younger people.  Can you think of a couple of reasons why?  Again, if a 

divorce is occurring, it doesn’t mean it won’t be stressful.  It doesn’t mean that it won’t 

affect self-esteem, that it won’t affect feelings of loneliness, that it doesn’t impact people 

feeling at least for some period of time some degree of depression.  But why might that 

be less harmful to middle-aged adults?  I think there are a couple at least key reasons.  

Any thoughts about why that may be the case?  Versus, say, who divorces in their 

mid-20s or early 30s. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Okay.  Part of it is, hopefully, we’ve looked at identity development and 

personality development.  Hopefully at this point they’re more secure in who they are 

as a person, more confident in who they are, and probably with a stronger belief that 

they’re capable of managing life on their own if they needed to do that.   Other factors 

that might contribute to that? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Possibly more emotionally independent, particularly if the relationship has gone 

through a period of time when it’s been not overly satisfying and may actually have 

created a greater sense of emotional independence.  We don’t talk about it in here 

much, but when we look at divorce, emotional divorce occurs long before a physical 

divorce.  People may actually in some ways have developed a certain sense of 

emotional independence.  Hopefully, there’s a certain degree of maturity, you know, 

that’s established by the time I hit middle adulthood.  Other thoughts? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 Exactly.  One of the things again is the fact that they are further along in their 

careers.  They’re more financially stable and secure.  One of the issues that we find 
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when we really look at the impact of divorce on an individual’s well-being and also on 

children has a lot to do with the financial situation and status.  That’s gonna be less of 

an issue probably at middle adulthood than it would be with young adults who maybe 

are at the very beginning of establishing their career and the financial impact of that 

maybe much greater, creating greater stress and in turn creating more sense of 

personal well-being. 

 There’s probably one other and this one is probably not near as obvious.  Goes 

back to one of the cognitive things we mentioned the other day.  One of the things that 

we know with middle-aged adults is they tend to be very good problem-solvers.  Again, 

as they’ve experienced life over the years, they’ve learned how to deal with situations, 

how to make decisions, how to solve problems.  And clearly there are decisions to be 

made, issues to be addressed as a result of divorce, and they may have more life 

experiences and more skills in being able to do that effectively.  In turn, having less of 

an impact on their sense of well-being.  Again, divorce at any point in time is stressful 

and has an impact, but may be less harmful to a person’s sense of satisfaction and 

well-being than if it occurs younger. 

 This one probably doesn’t become as any big surprise, but one of the things that 

we do find is that most divorced middle-aged men — and men probably more likely than 

women — do remarry.  Likely to remarry someone younger and they tend to remarry 

fairly soon.  And so for a high percentage of them, the experience of divorce and being 

on their own tends to be a very short-lived experience.  Even though — for those that 

even though when it occurred during that middle adult stage of life. 

 Real quickly — and you don’t need to know this for the test — but can you think 

of any reason why men might be more inclined to — why most men would remarry and 

are more likely to remarry than women?  They clearly start dating sooner.  Any just 

personal thoughts on that? 
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 [Inaudible student response] 

Clearly for some, if they haven’t developed a sense of independence and being 

comfortable, of being able to live on their own, may actually be looking for someone 

again to replace at least those roles of someone to take care of, at least the household 

part of that.  Not obviously child rearing at this point, but household.  And women are 

probably gonna be, generally speaking, a whole lot more comfortable with those roles 

because in many cases they have been the primary fulfiller of those roles in that 

marriage. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 I don’t think that’s bad to say at all.  I mean, the reality — and again, we don’t 

talk about it in this class that much.  Not only for those reasons in terms of — again, 

here’s a male who’s fairly established in their career, probably fairly financially stable — 

you know, someone who has not only from a financial standpoint but someone who’s 

mature, you know -- and hopefully emotionally stable as well as financially stable -- has 

some appeal to possibly a female, maybe someone who has been married or divorced 

and had children, or someone who is not yet married and waited for the right person. 

 The other part of that equation is the fact that what we do know is that the gender 

that tends to be in over-supply — or let me put it in other terms — the gender who tends 

to be in under-supply.  In other words, you know, there tends to be fewer men than 

there are women at given stages and ages.  And so if there are fewer men and more 

women looking to be married, they clearly have an advantage again in what we often 

refer to as kind of the marriage market.  And so they clearly have some advantages, 

you know, in remarrying. 

 For some women there may actually not be a desire to want to remarry.  For 

some.  Can you think of any reason why that might be the case?  I know a number of 

women who are middle-aged, they do have children, and have absolutely no desire 
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whatsoever to be remarried.  Not that they aren’t in relationships, but don’t have an 

interest in being remarried.  Any thoughts about why that might be? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 A lot of it could be due to the pain caused as a result of being in a relationship 

that was unsatisfying.  Clearly don’t want to go through that experience again.  And 

some may have felt a lot of pressure externally or internally, both, to get married and 

may have never had a period of time where they were able to be on their own.  Not that 

maybe they didn’t want to get married as much as maybe not when they got married 

and didn’t have an opportunity to experience maybe enough single independent life.   

Maybe not necessarily single life. 

 I think for some women — and I think this is different from men just because of 

orientation — they come to enjoy the independence, the freedom to make their own 

choices and decisions.  If they were in a relationship that they felt was maybe 

somewhat controlling and where they felt like a lot of their own individuality maybe was 

lost, and they begin to experience the freedom to kind of become their own person and 

make their own choices and decisions, aren’t willing to give that up.  Doesn’t mean they 

necessarily have to, but it could be their fear that if that’s what happened in that 

previous relationship, aren’t willing to do that again.  I think that’s a slightly different 

issue than it tends to be for men who tend to maintain more of their individuality and 

their independence than women do in relationships.  But a number of different reasons, 

you know, for that. 

 All right.  Looking at — and again, we’ve said a little bit about this, but looking at 

the parent/child relationship.  Now, here what we’re referring to again is the 

middle-aged adult and their relationship with their child but now would be — if they’re 

not or at least in a good bit of this stage — young adults.  And again, once they’re 

launched will become again truly independent.  Once they start to marry and begin to 
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have their own children — again, those relationships continue to evolve and continue to 

go through some changes. 

 Parents tend to launch children about 15 or 20 years before retirement.  My 

experience will be closer to 6 or 8 years before retirement.  But again, the vast majority 

still have probably somewhere between 15 and 20 years, once children are out of the 

home, where they again are on their own as a couple prior to that retirement stage. 

 Anybody in here — and again, you never have to share — whose parents have 

launched all of their children?  We’ve got a couple.  Again, you don’t have to share.  

Generally speaking — and whether you speak for yourself and others can comment — 

for those that you have known, what was that experience like for either your parents or 

parents that you’ve known?  Again, I think there’s a lot of variability in that launching 

experience for parents. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 So your mom had a little bit of difficulty with children getting older and being on 

their own.  And again, it’s not necessarily all that untypical.   

 [Inaudible student response] 

And that’s a good kind of characteristic of what I think does tend to be somewhat 

generally typical.  And again, it may be changing, may be evolving.  But again, when 

you look at the current generation, what we tend to find is our dads tend to be less 

involved than mothers.  I think my mother to some extent would fall into that category 

— somewhat overly involved or overly invested, or at least more difficulty letting go.  

Not so much in not wanting the children to grow up as much as more the fear of 

somehow as they grow up and leave home, I won’t be as an important part of their lives.  

And a lot of times — and again, I think it tends to be more characteristic of mothers — is 

that so much of their identity and their life evolves around parenting and raising children.  

And again, particularly for those mothers who really are overly invested, that launching 
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stage does tend to be more difficult.  I have heard — I’ve had students talk about 

where fathers had more of a time.  I think that does tend maybe to be the case of 

launching daughters, maybe more so than sons.  The majority do make a positive 

adjustment. 

 Anyone else in terms of what their parents’ experience was of the launching or 

maybe someone else that you know? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

And what you said I think is also characteristic if there’s dual emotions.  With any kind 

of change, there is a loss.  And as that relationship changes, there is a loss in the 

sense that now as you and other siblings have gone out on their own, there’s a loss of 

that day-to-day relationship that was there.  And you experience that sense of loss or 

that sense of change.  

 And it gets kind of conflicted with also a sense of happiness, you know.  Part of 

the fact that they are doing what they were intended to do — grow up, move out on their 

own, and be on their own — but there is a renewed sense of freedom.  There is a 

renewed sense of freedom that, “Gosh, we can make some choices and decisions just 

for us.  We hate to say it, but the reality is we do have more financial resources that we 

can contribute to us.”  All of a sudden you’re not having to pay off college or all the 

other daily, weekly expenses of a child, and you do have more money to distribute 

differently.  And again, the freedom to do that.  To pay off a home mortgage, to 

achieve some other financial goals, maybe to buy a car that you wouldn’t have bought 

just because now you can and you want to, and to maybe do some of those things that I 

would call maybe not real practical but we can afford to do it so why not, you know.  

We’re looking forward to that day.  We’re still a few years away, I think, for a lot of 

families there is that mixture of different feelings.  Yes? 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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 For a lot of couples that’s a wonderful kind of reawakening.  Like you said, you 

know, just that opportunity — before you maybe wouldn’t even think about it -- to just up 

and take off to Vegas, spend the weekend.  And one cannot only do that time-wise, but 

that you’re in a place that you can actually afford to do that.  And so what we do find is 

the high percentage of couples really do make, you know,  a successful adjustment to 

the launching. 

 Anybody know someone who had a real — not necessarily your own — but 

anyone who had a real difficult time with the adjustment? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

So there’s still that connectedness.  There’s probably a satisfaction that you’re moving 

on and growing up.  It is interesting because it’s kind of funny when they start talking 

about some of their own dreams and goals.  I’ve seen this so many times in terms of 

houses.  It’s kind of funny, you know.  There’s the conversations maybe right before 

children move — it’s like, “Well, now we can downsize.” 

 And then all of a sudden you begin to watch what middle-aged adults begin to 

design and build or add onto.  And I know numerous people — and again, I know 

where our retirement home is, you know, and there’s a number of families down there 

that have recently added on to their houses.  And it’s interesting, you know.  Kids and 

their families come and visit two or three times a year, but it’s so important that not only 

you have space but you have good space.  I mean, when we built our house we built it 

very intentionally.  Matthew is only 13.  We knew that that’s where we were gonna be 

in retirement, you know, and we’re gonna be in retirement when he was being a young 

adult.  A little bit different from most.  And so we built our downstairs where there’s a 

separate kitchen, living room.  So, I mean, if he was married and had his own children, 

they’ve got their own apartment, you know.  And again, it becomes real important to 

have that kind of space when kids come back, whether that’s to visit or for other 
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reasons in their lives. 

 And I do think that there are a number of dads that sometimes have — are really  

challenged, I think particularly with daughters in terms of launching daughters and have 

some difficulty letting loose, you know.  And some of that, I think, on the part of men 

may be that continued desire to kind of want to protect, make sure everything’s okay — 

you know, those kinds of things. Again, most middle-aged adults do make a positive 

adjustment to the launching stage. 

 It is important to understand that there is wide variation in when launching occurs 

and that it is not always permanent, particularly in today’s time.  I’ll throw just a couple 

of terms in here.  I think they’re terms that you’re very familiar with.  Again, we talk 

about variations, you know.  My wife and I had our child a little bit later in life than many 

couples do and so we’ll be a lot closer to retirement than most are by the time they’ve 

launched their children.  Some who have children relatively young, in their early 

twenties, you know, will be in their forties when they’ve launched their children.  So 

again, a very different kind of scenario. 

 But what we’re seeing is a couple of different kinds of patterns.  Again, I think 

there used to be a period of time when parents launched their children they actually 

perceived that to be rather permanent, for the most part.  I think to some extent there 

was the expectation that when you become an independent young adult, that you will 

most likely — not that we’re not there to help and support, but that part of our helping 

and supporting isn’t your returning back to the nest, you know.  Help and support tends 

to be more out there.  And what we’ve really seen is some shifts and some changes in 

that. 

 A term that may be somewhat new to you, at least in terms of a term, is what’s 

been coined “cluttered nest.”  The cluttered nest refers to those children who return 

after graduation and this is referring to college graduation.  I mean, I think clearly there 
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was a period of time where the expectation is, you know, whether I did or didn’t support 

you, particularly if I’ve supported you through college, once you graduate the 

expectation used to be what?  Get a job, get an apartment, you’re on your own, good 

luck, we’re there for you.  What we’re seeing now is — I wouldn’t call it a trend, but 

we’re seeing more and more who — again, to parents who have kind of helped get 

children through school.  They graduate and all of a sudden they’re back home.  Why?  

Could be that they can’t find a job.  But what about in those cases where they actually 

do find a job?   

 [Inaudible student response] 

Two yours your mom did.  And that tends to be kind of — and again, I don’t want to call 

it a trend, but your example is a classic one.  I’m gonna move back home, you know, 

and I’m gonna get a job, maybe a good job, and then I’m gonna do maybe one of two 

things.  Your mom talked about paying off school loans.  If I don’t have school loans, 

what am I doing for that year or two?  Saving.  What am I saving for?  Your own 

place. 

 Now, the irony is that part of what happens for some of those young adults 

who’ve moved back home — part of the difficulty is they begin to enjoy the benefits of 

being home — i.e., in many cases not paying rent, not having to pay for food — and 

rather than saving to get out on their own, what do they have a tendency to do?  

Spend.  All of a sudden now they have extra income that they really truly would not 

have if they were on their own.  And so what happens is they never really begin to put 

much away to get out on their own, you know, and that period of that cluttered nest 

tends to get longer than what maybe parents had anticipated or expected. 

 Anybody know of anyone who’s been home still living with parents for what would 

be considered maybe a somewhat unusual length of time? 

 [Inaudible student response] 
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After this semester?  Well, so you’re still gonna be in school so that’s a little -- 

 [Inaudible student response] 

And again, it’s not that uncommon.  Any conversation about how long that might be or 

is it just pretty open? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

I think most parents don’t.  In fact, to some extent, my parents would be that way.  

They would probably actually look forward to having kids back home and in the house, 

and particularly my mother would.  And so again, it’s not that uncommon as a way — 

you know, either to do grad school.   

 When I did my doctoral work — and again, I would’ve been considerably older 

than you are — I moved back home for a period of time for the exact same reason.  I 

mean, I had been on my own.  I’d been in a long-term marriage, divorced.  I was going 

to grad school.  I had an assistantship.  I was doing my doctoral work at MU and I was 

living in Kansas City, and so I was commuting.  And it was a lot cheaper to commute 

for three days a week to Columbia and live at home, you know, than it was to get an 

apartment and those kinds of things.  And though I resided at home, I really was never 

there.  I mean, I had a job, you know, and then I was at school.  So literally my 

parents’ home was only the place where I periodically stopped to sleep, you know, at 

different times. 

 And so economically it was very practical.  My parents were very much like 

yours.  It was no big deal.  They had a huge house, everyone else had left home, 

there were numerous bedrooms.  And so, you know, I had done that.  And so actually I 

would’ve been more characteristic of the boomerang generation in the sense that I had 

truly been gone.  It wasn’t like I had just graduated undergraduate and came back or 

stayed.  I’d been gone and then I returned for a different reason.  We find that 

occurring more often than not which refers to those adult children who return home for 
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some reason or not.  And again, mine wasn’t because of divorce.  Mine was simply out 

of a financial practicality, you know, more than anything else. 

 There are adult children who do experience divorces and they do come back 

home — and again, if they have children, come back home.  A lot of it is very much like 

the cluster group in a sense that it’s a way to reestablish.  It’s a way to get — you 

know, particularly financially — more stable again so that it’s easier to move out and be 

independent than to be thrown into a financial crisis as a result of just graduating, not 

finding a job, or it takes a while to kind of get established, to get some financial 

resources built up, or having gone through a divorce and dealing with that.  Often very 

difficult financial transitions. 

 Can you think of any other reasons why an adult child might move back home — 

again, temporarily?  There’s some who don’t move out ever but that’s probably the 

minority. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah.  Excellent.  And again, that’s not uncommon.  Maybe one of the parents has 

passed away.  Maybe not necessarily an aging parent, but obviously you have a parent 

who again is in middle adulthood and approaching the later years.  It may be that you 

move back home to provide support for them. 

 And I’ve seen this more than once, you know.  It becomes kind of a benefit to 

you if you are single, on your own.  It makes your life financially easier but you’re able 

to provide all kinds of not only maybe financial support to that other parent but 

emotional support as well.  And maybe it’s temporary.  I’ve known some that that’s 

been for a long period of time while they were single, you know, and in a sense shared 

a house more than anything else. 

 Anybody else think of maybe another reason why some might move back home 

as an adult?  Again, coming back to support a parent is common.  The divorce is 
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common.  It could be loss of a job, you know.  Someone’s lost a job.  Or maybe an 

illness, you know, that’s caused them to be laid off for a period of time.  Again, they’re 

single.  Hard to make it financially on their own for a period of time.  And again, it’s a 

way to be able to reestablish themselves without being in not only financial — but, you 

know, a way to gain emotional support as they’re going through that adjustment. 

 This one we’ve already mentioned earlier when we were kind of looking at 

developmental tasks of middle adulthood.  But what we do find is the relationship with 

adult children is usually close.  And again, we’ve already talked about that part of that 

is simply the decline in that parental authority role.  My need to control and even, to 

some extent, my need to protect in the same kind of way.  And the relationship 

changes and becomes more based on a sense of equality and really responding to 

each other as individuals.  We see a mutual exchange of advice.  Rather than parents 

attempting to influence in the same way or maybe even to the extent of controlling what 

their children do, now it tends to be more in a sense of not trying to control or influence 

but to offer support, to offer advice, to offer my life experiences, and you then do which 

you want to do with that. 

 What I find interesting is how often parents now begin to seek the advice of their 

adult children in terms of decisions that they’re making, which probably didn’t occur a lot 

when they were in adolescence.  And so it’s much more of a relationship based on 

mutuality and mutual trust, mutual respect.  And the relationship tends to get closer and 

tends to improve over the previous stage. 

 There is again another transition that will take place.  Again, there’s that kind of 

transition as kids begin to move out.  And again, a lot of times we don’t think about 

these shifts or adjustments, but there is that transition when that adult child marries.  

We don’t talk about this one a lot but it creates a new role, you know.  If my child 

marries at that point in his life, I now become a parent-in-law.  In my case, I have a 
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daughter-in-law.  And so what we find is it does create an adjustment.  I have a 

different relationship with my child, different time with my child, because now that has to 

be shared not only with my child but with my child’s partner and with another set of 

in-laws, another set of parents.  And so clearly life does change. 

 Adjustment tends to be related to two issues.  The first one is not a surprise.  

Related to how much we approve of our children’s choice in a partner.  Clearly, when 

there’s a disapproval, what do you think that tends to create?  It creates all kinds of 

friction and a lot of times what happens is the child gets caught in-between their spouse 

who they care for and love and their parents who are important to them, and they’re 

caught in-between when the two of them don’t get along.  And then what it can do and 

it will do is not only create conflict between in-laws and that daughter- or son-in-law, it 

can create tension between parent and child and create tension within the couple.  

Obviously, when there’s approval of that spouse, it makes those relationships a lot 

easier and can actually strengthen those relationships as life begins to expand. 

 The other thing that can happen or create some tension is when the now new 

couple creates a lifestyle that the parents may not approve of.  Can you think of a 

couple of examples of a lifestyle that not be approving to your parents? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

For some, that whole issue of cohabitation.  You’re not married, but you’ve got a 

significant other.  And now you and your significant other now are living together.  And 

so you have a partner.  Not a legally married partner.  And so it could create two 

issues.  Their feelings about your partner, but about a lifestyle that they may not 

approve of — that could create all kinds of tension. 

 Can you think of maybe another lifestyle issue that could occur?  If you were to 

live a lifestyle that maybe your parents might not approve of.  And parents may tend to 

be relatively accepting.  Clearly, the cohabitation is one that some parents would 
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struggle with.  Anybody think of a — not maybe one that would be an issue for your 

parents, but another lifestyle that would somewhat drastic that some parents might have 

trouble dealing with or approving of?  I think clearly for some is if there’s a situation — 

and again, it could be an impact both on that partner but on that lifestyle — of where, 

say, the use of abuse of illegal substances begins to enter into that picture.  All of a 

sudden your child is married to someone who is into or using drugs, and then brings it 

into their life and it becomes a part of their lifestyle.  And it could be other types of 

addictions or behaviors in terms of maybe gambling — you know, some other of those 

kinds of things. 

 [Inaudible student response] 

 The use of alcohol — again, that affects the lifestyle.  Or one of what maybe 

would be considered irresponsibility.  You’ve raised your child to be really responsible 

and now, all of a sudden, they’re in a relationship, they’re married, and all of a sudden 

you see all kinds of irresponsibility on the part of this new couple that may have difficulty 

accepting.  So again, a lot of it has to do with lifestyle issues and the approval of your 

child’s choice in partner. 

 Again, very quickly, when adult children have children of their own creates 

another new role -- again, we’ll talk more about this and you’ll read about this more than 

we’ll talk about it in class — creates that role of grandparent.  And again, new 

relationships.  It will change the relationship with your biological children, their partner, 

time spent together.  Typically draws families closer together or has the potential to do 

that.  But then again, it does create that grandparent/grandchild role.  Grandchildren 

tend to be — the first one is born in most cases when the person is in their mid-forties.  

Actually, the early part of middle adulthood often.  Again, that’s changing as, again, 

people marry later, have children later.   Generally speaking, most grandparents find 

this new role enjoyable and a rewarding experience.  And most tend to relate to their 
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grandchildren somewhat differently than they do their own biological children. 

 I don’t know how many times I hear grandparents say or comment, “I have a right 

as a grandparent to do what to my grandchildren?  I know it may not be right or good, 

but what?  Spoil ‘em.”  And they tend to.  And I also see that some with other 

relationships in terms of aunts and uncles, particularly if they don’t have children of their 

own.  But grandparents often tend to be a little bit more lenient because they’re not 

their children.  And so it does tend to be a rewarding, enjoyable experience for the vast 

majority. 

 Other relationships.  I’ll mention these fairly quickly.  This one we won’t say a lot 

about at this point because we’ll talk about it when we talk about the later years.  We’ll 

kind of talk about it kind of going in both directions.  We talk about later adults.  They 

will then be relating to their middle-aged children.  But generally speaking, at this point 

all we need to say is that relationships with aging parents who often will be in the early 

stage of later adulthood, they tend to be in relatively good health physically and 

emotionally.  Those relationships really tend to be close and they tend to have very 

frequent contact.  Again, we tend to stereotypically think of the older adult who’s living 

on their own and they’re lonely and depressed, and we’ll talk about some of those 

issues in the next stage.  But in most cases, you know, they do have frequent contact 

and relationships tend to be close. 

 This next point I find interesting because I don’t think I really thought about it until 

I got older.  The majority of middle-aged adults enter this stage in their early forties with 

two living parents and leave with none.  And I really never thought about it because I 

really thought surely that occurs much later in life.  And then I began to think about 

those around me who were middle-aged adults and all of a sudden I got in touch with 

how many of our friends, how many people I knew, that didn’t have either living parent.  

And again, they were middle-aged adults, many of them in their early forties, mid-forties, 
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where that had occurred.  And how many at least had lost already one.  And then 

again, as I mentioned briefly earlier — and we’ll talk a little more later in the semester — 

having lost my dad a year and a half ago, all of a sudden that reality started to really get 

in touch with me.  Knowing that my mother has had her own health problems, that that 

really could be my reality at some point in time.  Hopefully, it won’t be, but it could be.

 And so again, an experience.  A change in relationship.  And again, how as you 

begin to lose a parent — how your relationship with that other parent changes and 

begins to shift.  We’ll talk more about that later on when we get to the later adult stage. 

 Another significant relationship that we haven’t talked a lot about — you’ve done 

some reading in your textbook about it — is what begins to happen with sibling 

relationships.  And even though — and again, though it may be increasing from when 

adults were in younger years or the young adult stage, there still tends to be relatively 

limited contact in comparison to other relationships with siblings.  But what we do find 

is sibling relationships tend to become closer during this stage and they do become 

more important as we get older.  I’ve seen this clearly in our own family.  There’s no 

question.  I had three younger sisters.  My two living sisters have continued to get 

closer.  They’ve always been close, but they have regular contact on — not on a daily 

basis, but several times during the week.  They have a very, very close relationship.  

And I see that only getting closer as time goes along. 

 Can you think of a couple of reasons why sibling relationships would change and 

become more important during middle adulthood?  And again, it’s not a statement that 

they weren’t close during young adulthood, but we do see changes.  Can you think of a 

couple of reasons? 

 [Inaudible student response] 

Yeah.  Part of it clearly is — on several levels.  One of the things that happens with the 

loss of a parent, coming together to deal with that loss.  Also to deal with the reality of 
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— as you lose one parent and you have one living parent, all of a sudden you begin to 

realize that your siblings at some point in time in life will be your family in terms of that 

original family, you know, that you grew up in.  We find that we have more constant 

interaction and dialogue in terms of addressing issues of aging parents that we never 

had to do much of when we were young adults. 

 Any other reasons why those relationships become more important and closer as 

we get older?  I think particularly as parents get older and we do begin to experience 

loss of parents, they become an increasingly important part — even though we may 

have our own immediate families, they become an important part of our support network 

and make up that extended family network. 

 And we’ve found in our own lives that it’s become real important — not only that 

it’s become important for us — that our children know each other and spend time 

together, and that they have relationships with cousins and aunts and uncles.  And that 

creates a need to be together in order to make that happen, and that clearly has 

strengthened our individual relationships because we spend more time together than we 

did when we didn’t have children or when we were younger. 

 And finally, friendships continue to be important.  In my own life — and my wife, 

I think, would agree — have actually become most important during this stage of our 

lives.  I think we would say that friendships have always been important, but clearly 

significant at this stage of middle adulthood.  The number of friendships tends to 

decline and this clearly has been true in our own experience.  I think what tends to 

happen is we tend to have a select few.  I think we get in touch with what quality 

friendships are.  We tend not to devote a lot of time and energy to those friendships 

that are not meaningful and fulfilling.  We tend to devote time and energy to those 

friendships that tend to be more balanced in our lives and that tends to begin to — on its 

own and naturally, I think — and again, it doesn’t mean that they’re not friends in the 
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sense that there isn’t some contact, but there’s not a lot of time and energy devoted.  

There’s still a lot of people that we would say are friends of ours, but they’re not a part 

of what we would call our inner circle.  Our inner circle is much smaller but it’s much 

more important inner circle.  We find that we devote mutually lots of energy to make 

sure those relationships stay high-quality and meaningful. 

 I remember one of the things that my dad said to me — and he realize this during 

the course of his life, you know — you never realize until later in your life how important 

really good friends are.  And our friends have been invaluable to us as a support 

system to each other as we’ve raised children together and gone through life.  

 And so again, friendships, siblings, and relationships in general, I think, become 

more important and we tend to value them because we’re aware of the limited time that 

we will have with those relationships.  Not that life’s ending tomorrow, but we have a 

different perspective on time. 

 Next time we’ll begin to take a look at some of those issues around emotional 

development, identity, and how we view time. 


