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CHAPTER T
INTRODUCTION

Family life is an integral part of\adulthood.
Everybody>is born into a(familyland during ‘the course of a.
person’s 1ife, most peoplé egtébiish a family of their own.
Family life is unquestionably an area in which most
participate in intimate relationships.

Several role changes and role transitions associated
with family life are commonly experienced throughout the
life course. Marriage, having children, rearing children
and the departure of children from the home are critical
periods most féﬁilies must face. Getting married is a
critical role transition for couples and is viewed as the
first stage in family develobment. Initially, a person
formulates a partnership with another person in a committed
relationship. This is an important milestone in' the
individual’s life cycle as it will alter the way, in which,
the person relates to family members, peers and the
surrounding environment. The second family role transition
that a person Will experience is parepthood.‘ Golan (1981)
states that "the arri%al of the first child changes a spouse
into a parent and turns a marriage into a family" (p. 80).

The third transition a family will experience is the



departure of the 1ast‘child from £he/home. This is often
referred to as the "empty-nest" (Hill, 1965; Stevens-Long,
1988; Troll, 1985). | ‘ "

Duvall (1977)\defines the empty-nest stage in familya
development as starting with the departure of the last child
from the home. She sees the éhild's,leaving as a‘turniné
point for the family. The'family as a whole, as well as
each member, enters a’periéd:in Which former Habits ﬁust be
abandoned and new pattefns éstabiished. Neugarten (1968)
refers to the empty-nest stége as representing a phase of
adjustment. The pareﬁt's pfimary task is to let go of the
child so that the pérenf—child relationship can continue in
a new, more autonomous way; thisfis‘a time when the day-to-
day parental duties are relinquished. The parental role
must go through a state of readjﬁstment until. it gains a new
balance.

During a 1ifetime, individuals do not occupy the same
statuses or perform the same roles. A role shift can occur
in 2 ways. Role shifts‘théﬁvinvolve the gain or loss of a
status is referfed to as a role transition; for examble when
a woman becomes a mother, she eiperiehces a role transition.
The woman gains a néwkrole in hér life, the rolé of ‘a
mother. A role change refers to a situafion,‘iﬁ which, the
status is retained while the role expectation changes. \This
is illustrated by the empty?hest; The mother retains her
role as a mother, but the expecﬁations associated with that

role change.



Statement of the Problem

As a child leaves the home, the parental role changeé
and takes on new characteristics (i.e., the day-to-day child
rearing responsibilities come to an end). In a study by
Deutscher (1968), parents were asked how their lives had
changed since their children left the parental home. Many
parents commented that this was a time éf freedom. There
was freedom from financial responsibility, freedom from
housework such as cooking and cleaning, freedém to be
geographically mobile and freedom to be oneseif. Parents no
longer need to be. self-conscious ébdut their existence as
role models for their children. - When the children leave the
home, parents are able to re;define their concept of self.
This allows parents to become reacquainted with their spouse
and self. However, this can also be a time of discontent
when parents looks at their lives in retrospect. Parents
may recognize their failureé in the parental role or
experience dissatisfaction~;esulfing from their inability to
fill the vacancy created when the children leave the home.

At present, there is little information available on
how the parental role changes through this fransition and
how this transition, in ﬁurn, affects the relatiqnship with
the adult child. The findings of this study will attempt to

describe the changes in the pgggntdl’Eglg_ggﬁgg%ggngy;ph

the departure of children from the home. Past research
shows that the parental role is not relinquished, but rather

proceeds through a state of adjustment to a new equilibrium.



Parents are able to experience and view their adult children
as new social resources (Hagestad, 1977).

Information concerning the parental role and the
parent-child relationship, during the empty-nest phase of
the family life cycle, is essential in understanding
transitionsfassociated with this period. In order to
provide effective treatment, it is imperééivexthaé
practitioners understand howjmiddle—éged adﬁ;ts handle
change and the dynamics invalved on a déily bagis.
Practitioners working with adults will have a better
understanding of the transitions and changes that occur in

the role of a pérent through this-study.\

s

.Purpose of the Study

The purpose ofrfhis study is to describe\the changes
that occur in the parental role during the empty-nest stage
of the family life c&cleu It is also hoped that ; better
understanding of the changes in the parent-child v
relationship will be gained. kole theory and family systems
theory are used'as the frameworks in which these role
changes and family relétionship transitions will be
conceétualized. Although role theory has been used to
examine the ease of transitions associated with post—<
parenthood and the empty-nest, role theory has not been_ﬁsed
to study the actual}chahges that\occur in the parentallrole
in regards to the adﬁit child. Family éystems theory will

be used to examine the way family’s interactional



relationships change due to the children leaving the

parental home.
Conceptual Framework'

Role Theory

Several theoretical ideas.in role theory focus on role
transitions. Aﬁticipatqry‘éocializatibﬁ (Bu%r, i972; Burr, -
Leigh, Day, & Consténtine, 1979; Cottrell, 1942; Merton,
1968; Sarbin & Allen, 1968) is the process of learning the
norms of a role before being‘in a social situatign where it
is appropriate—té behave in the role. When a person does
not have an adequate opportunity to experience the
appropriate norms surrounding a life cycle role, the person
will experience difficulty when it comes time to move into
that role. This proposition hélps to explain the variation
that can occur in thelease of role transitions. A classic
study by Cottrell (1542) suggested that the nature of change
in the development of the life cycle influences the relative
ease or difficulty of role transitions. For example, the
more important or clear the procedure into or out of a role,
the easier the transition will be. 7

Cottrell‘(1942)‘also stated that the adjustment to a
role transition "varies directly with the degree of
importance)attached to and the definiteness of the
transitional procedure used by the society in deéignating
the change in the role" (p. 619). 1If a berson moves into a

role that society labels as important and there is a defined



procedure associated with the move, the ease of the
transition will be made simpler. However, if the new role
is considered unimportant by society and the path needed to
move into the role is obscure, a person will experience a
difficult transition.

Deutscher’s (1962) study of the adjustment to the post-
parental role is related to another proposition in role
theory. If the roleftransition is a situation, in which,
the person is moving out of a role that facilitates the
attainment of a highly valued gdal such as parenthood, and
into a role that does not facilitate the attainment of a
desired goal, the interference with goal attainment would
contribute to the difficulty in the transition. However,
the effects of this loss would be lessened if there were
substitute gratifications to take its place. For example,
if the parent had other roles in their life that were
meaningful the transition out of parenthood would not be as
difficult because the parent could substitute another

interest into the role they have recently vacated.

Family Systems Theory and the

Circumplex Model

Family systems theory, emerging from general systems
theory, has contributed to a greater understanding of family
dynamics. Family members do not live or act in isolation of
each other. A change in any part of the family will affect

the other parts of the system; a family member’s behavior



has consequences for all the other members in the system
(Mattessich & Hill, 1987). It then becomes necessary for
the family to restruétufe its organization in order to
maintain balance within the system. According to Minuchin
(1974), the family must develop boundaries between its
members that will allow for individual differenées without
forfeiting the identity and loyalty of the system.

Families, as organizations, are resilient. They have
the capacity to adapt to changes both internal and external
(Mattessich & Hill, 1987). Thelprocess of change and
adaptation allows for growth within the family system. As a
family’s composition changes\and the needs of family members
change, the famiiy must be fléxible and incorporate new
interactional patterns. If the family does not change and
adapt, it will become a stagnant and ineffective system
(Bridges, 1989).

The Circumplex Model created by Olson, Sprenkle, and
Russell (1979) has its underlying base in general systenms
theory. The Circumplex Model focuses on two dimensions of
family behavior: cohesion ana adaptability, and a
facilitative dimension, communication. These two dimensions
have been used to describe the behavior of  families.

Cohesion is defined as the emotional bonding members
have with one another and the degree of individual autonomy
a person experiences in the family (Olson et al., 1979).
Family cohesion assesses the degree families are either

separated from or connected to their family. There are four



levels of cohesion families may be categorized into:
disengaged, separated, connected and enmeshed. Families
that are balanced on cohesion operate more effectively.
These families produce conditions that are optimum for
individual development and they effectively handle
developmental change and situational stress (Olson et al.,
1979). Families that display extreme cohesion will have
difficulty in functioning.

Adaptability is defined as the ability of a family
system to change its power sfrudture, role relationships and
relationship rules in response to situational ‘and
developmental stress (Olson ét al., 1979). Adaptability
relates to the extent a family syétem is flexible andrable
to change. The four levels related to adaptability are:
rigid, structured, flexible and chaotic. Family
communication facilitates the movement between cohesion and

adaptability.
Research Questions

The information from this study will provide a better
understanding of the parental role changes aésociated with
the empty-nest stage of the family life cycle and how this
in turn affects the parent-child relationship. In order to
better understand these transitions, this study addresses
the following questions.

1. How does the parental role change when the last

child leaves the home?



2. How does the relationship with the adult child
change when they move out of the parental home?

3. Is there any difference in the role changes or
relationship transitions, during the empty-nest,
associated with the gender of the parent?

4. Is there any difference in the role changes or
relationship transitions, during the empty-nest,
associated with the length of time the last child
has been gone from the home?

5. Is the Empty-Nest Survey a reliable assessment
of the changes that occur in the parental role

during the empty-nest.
Conceptual Hypotheses

Two research hypotheses have been developed that look
directly at the changes in the parental role when a child
leaves the home.

1. Parents will report fewer authoritarian aspects of

parenting when a child has moved out of the home.

2. There will be no change in the nurturing aspects of

parenting when a child has moved out of the home.
Summary

The empty-nest stage of the family life cycle is
becoming more prevalent in our society (Gee, 1987). This is
a time when both the parent and child are experiencing role

transitions. Changes will occur as the child leaves the
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parental home and becomes independent (Erikson, 1963) and
the parent withdraws from the active parental role (Peck,
1968). A transition will occur in the relationship between
the parent and the child due to the emerging developmental
and role changes. The purpose of this study is to ascertain
the changes that take place in the parental role due to the
departure of the last child from the home and how this, in

turn, affects the relationship with the adult child.



CHAPTER ITI
REVIEW OF LITERATURE

Middle-aged couples with no children residing in the
parental home are relatively new in this century. 1In the
1890’s, the mother typically died before seeing her first
child married or was widowed before the last child left the
home. Today, more adults are living 1onger,_hea1thier lives
(Bengston, 1986; Ferrini & Ferrini, 1989; Gee, 1987; U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 1984). Couples are choosing to have
fewer children (Connidis, 1989; U. S. Bureau of the Census,
1987) and to delay childbearing (Cohen, 1985; Connidis,
1989; Goldscheider & Goldscheider, 1989). The period of a
couple’s middle years usually lasts longer than any other
stage in the family life éycle. Parents will be spending
more time as middle-aged and older adults in an empty—neét
(Duvall, 1977; Hess & Waring, 1980; Riley, 1983).

The post-parental years and the period of the empty-
nest are terms to describe the time for parents after the
departure of the last child from the home (Duvall, 1957).
Earlier research showed that the transition to this stage
was considered a time of crisis. It marked the "desertion"
of the‘children from the parental home and the "abandonment”

of parents by the children (Pineo, 1968; Rollins &

11
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Feldman,1970). However, more recent research has not
supported the previous findings that showed the empty- nest
as a time of family crisis (Deutscher, 1968; Spence &
Lonner, 1971).

The first section of this review includes studies that
focus on méthers and the post-parental transition. The next
section will focus on fathers and the post-parental
transition. The final section deals with the relationship
changes between parents and their adult children during the
empty-nest stage of the family life cycle. In order to
better understand the changes that occur in the role of

parents during this time, the above topics will be reviewed.

Mothers and the Post-parental Transition

Duvall (1977) states that a middle-aged wife and mother
has given 20 years of herself, if not more, to the time and
attention needed to rear her children. The last child to
leave the home makes the mothering tasks obsolete; This
leads the mother to undertake new roles for the future. Up
to this point, a mother has invested a great deal of
emotional energy into her children. Once a child has left
the home, the mother’s first tendency may be to follow the
child with her continuing maternal concerns, but this will
only delay the full autonomy of her adult children. A
mother’s first task is ﬁo set her children free. This
allows the mother to be free from the emotional necessity to

be needed by her children. She must convert the dependent
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mother-child relationship into one of interdependence. A
mother and her adult child should be able to mutually
support and encourage one another without intruding into one
another’s lives.

This t;sk is easier for those mothers that have been
releasing théir children throﬁghout the years. However, it
is a difficult transitiqﬁ for those mothers that cling to
their childféh. In éither case, a mother cén'encourageuher
child to become autonomoﬁs by seekiﬁg other oﬁtlets for
herself such as: retufning to work orvcoilege. Once a
mother has ffeed herself from.fhe‘éonsuming’desire to be
needed by her éhil&ren, she can aécept them as close friends
whose independencégis to be reépected and promoted (Du&ali,
1977). \

Spence and Lonner (1971) stﬁdied the change that
occurred in a woman’s life due to the empty-nest stage of
the family life cycie. They were especially interested "in
the perceived change that oéqurred because of the diminution
of the motherhood rolé.«vThe study focused on. 27 women that
were undergoing a transitiohzin their major social roles.
These women were experiencing a change as their YOungest
child graduated from high school and began the actual
departure from the parental home. It was énticiﬁated that
these women would experience a change in the future when the :
overwhelming focus on their‘children might become
inappropriate and burdensome to both the parent and the

child.
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It was found that when children were no longer in the
home, women saw this as a time of adjustment and release.
Although mothers still had concerns for their children, it
was perceived that the children were well on their way to
independence in terms of education, marriage and growth of
character. Once the children departed, mothers were often
allowed to pursue goals . of their‘éwn such as: new interests,
peace of mind and leisure activities. There comes a point
in time when most women are able to view their children as
independently functioning adulté raﬁher than as children
(Spence & Lonner,197i). |

However, problems can occur in the empty-nest stage of
the family life cycle. Even when a child has’moved out of
the home and the active parental responsibilities have been
reduced, the parent may not have a secure feeling that the
child is positively pursuing their own life course. The
parent may feel that the child will continue to put demands
on them in the future. Thus, having one’s child leave the
home is not synonymous with the cessation of the parental
role. If a mother feels that her child’s course will not be
successful, she cannof be free from her role as a parent.
The mother méy feel bitterness or distress because the child
will not allow her to move to her new life smoothly, or she
may feel as though she has failed to prepare her child
adequately for a succéssful life. Other mothers may not
have pursued additional goals throughout the child-rearing

years and could find themselves at a loss for something to
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do when the child leaves the home.

A study by Cooper and Gutmann (1987) looked at the
gender identity and ego-mastery of 25 pre-empty nest women
and 25 post-empty nest women. Regardless of the other role
identities a woman with children take on, her role as a
mother is generally one of the major components of her
identity. Thus, the end of the daily responsibilities of
child care is a significant time in the mother’s life. The
mother not only loses her major posifion in the family, but
perhaps her identity too (Lewis, Freneau, & Roberts, 1979).
Although it is recognized that a parent remains a parent
when the child leaves the home, there is no longer a demand
for active daily accountability.

Post-empty nest women considered themselves to be more
competitive than pre-empty nest women. When the women were
asked how they felt their feminine traits affected their
behavior, pre-empty nest women emphasized nurturant
behaviors concentrating on the home and children; whereas,
the post-empty nest women had expanded their responses to a
larger field including traits such as: decisiveness,
ambition, goal-oriented and more control over their own
lives. They also mentioned enjoying outdoor work around the
house and yard more.

Of the 24 post-empty nest women who felt they had
changed, nine of them attributed the change directly to the
diminution of the active parental role. The remaining women

saw the change take place within themselves through a re-
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examination of values and self-concept brought about by the
role transition. Eight of the pre-empty nest women felt
they had not changed and the rest attributed the change to
the support and encouragement of their spouse or friends.
The results of the study showed that a change in the
parental status involves a major psychological change.
Post-empty nest women are freer to ekpress masculine
qualities, such as assertiveness and éggression, which they

had to suppress in the active parental role.

Fathers and the Post-parental Transition

In.contrast:tb mothers, little is known about the
impact of children’s leaving upon‘fhe fathers. The post-
parental crisis has always been éssﬁmed to be greater for
women than for men. Changing'roles for both men and women
are allowing more viable optibns and opportunities for
fathers to care for and to interact with their children
(Lynn, 1974). The neglect of fathers, in the literature, is
difficult to understand if the assumption is correct that
some men have been investing more of themselves and their
time into the nurturing and rearing of their children (Fein,
1976; Levine, 1976). Because males are‘currently increasing
their involvement in the home and with their children, it
would seem that morebfathers will be experiencing
unhappiness at the time that their last child leaves the
home (Lewis et al., 1979). |

Deutscher (1962) looked at the anticipatory
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socialization of the post-parental life. At this time in
history, the transition to the post-parental role would be
difficult for those entering it. Fathers had few role
models to look to for guidance, a lack of opportunity to
take on the new role as a father and fathers:were unable to
rehearse the role before playing it.

Most children temporarily depart from the pérental
home, due to college or the sérvice, providing parents an
opportunity to practice'the post-parentalyrole. There are
also historical events.(i.e., waf) and cultural expectations
(i.e., work) which provide middle-class fathers with an
additional opportunity to practice this réle.

As Deutscher (1962) discusses, a common experience by
the father is the "aetachment:from his growing children and
his lack of involvement in théir activities as a result of
being on the road" (p. 517). During some phase of their
work career, fathers found it necessary to travel regularly.
This was defined as alienating the father from his children.
Although it is not necessary forlall fathers to travel, some
fathers may be home in body only. For those fathers whose
commitment to work engrosses them day and night, they may
actually see their family less than those fathers thaf
travel. 1In mahy middle-class families, life goes on’without
the father when the children are growing up. This allows
the father to be in good standing when the children leave
the home becauéé the father hds had an opportunity to

condition himself to the role of the empty-nest. It must be
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noted, however, that not all fathers orient themselves so
strongly to their work role.

ILewis et al. (1979) studied 118 post-parental
fathers. They were concerned with the effect of the last
child’s leaving the home upon the father’s happiness.
Twenty-two percent of the fathers reported feeling very
unhappy or somewhat unhéppy when a child left the parental
home. Fathers with fewer children (M = 2.0) reported
significantly greater unhappiness when their children left
the home versus those fathers with more children (M = 2.8).
However, the strongest statistical relationship was found
between the father’s unhappiness and various measures of the
gquality of their marriages.

The fathers who were most unhappy with their

last child’s leaving were also apt to be those who

felt most neglected by their wives, received the

least amount of understanding from her, were most

lonely, were least enthusiastic about their wives

companionship and had fhe least empathic wives.

(Lewis et al., 1979, p. 517)

In conclusion, those fathers that reported the most
unhappiness had the most to lose. They tended to be older,
more nurturing men that mourned the diminution of the father
role. They were unable to look forward to the satisfaction
of their marriage because their marriage itself was not

satisfying.
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Parent-Child Relationship Changes

Independence, a state of not being subject to the
control of others, is expected and a necessary developmental
task for children making the transition from adolescence to
adulthood (Erikson, 1963). Stierlin (1974) stated that
parents, not only children, egperience a struggle for
independence. Boszdrmenyi—ﬁegy end Spark (1973) found thet
a maintenance of "invisible loyalties" and interdependence
are characteristic of relationships among adult family
members. The more fused indi&iduals are together the more
dependent they are in relationships. As the structure of
the family system changes, due'to a new sense of its members
independence, the system must adapt and reach a newvbalance.

Pareﬁt adult—child/relatiqnships are different from
parent-child relationships especially, in the area of
communication. Adults Qommunicate with each others as
equals; whereas, parent—chiid relationships have an assumed
hierarchy of roles which affecﬁs the way, in which, they
communicate together; As a child moves out of the parental
home and takes on the quality of independence, communication
between the parent and adult child must move to a level of
equality. However, adult children may continue in a "child"
role when they communicate with their parents. The child
may not utilize’the power they now have as adults fo
establieh an adult relationship. '

Hagestad and Snow (1977) studied 20 middle-class

families in the "launching" phase of the family life cycle.
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They were interested in seeing how the departure of a child
from the home is viewed as a gain rather than a loss.
Secondly, they wanted to show how men and women experience
this transition differently by utilizing their adult
children as resources.

Subjects were asked about the best part of their
present life stage. Common themes revolved around new-found
freedoms, stability, and a need for the re-assessment of
priorities focusing around tﬁe distribution of time and
energy. It was argued that these changes were the
background of the decreasing parental role demands. When
children were referred to at this stage in life, parents
spoke of gaining a new type of relationship. cChildren
contributed two kinds of resources to the parents: emotional
support and social influence.

Both mothers and fathers felt that their children were
emotionally sensitive to their moods and feelings. However,
mothers would seek out the éhildren for support more often
than the father. Mothers were three times more likely than
fathers to discuss personal problems and worries with the
children. Parents were also asked how their adult children
had influenced them. Seventy percent of the fathers and
eighty-five percent of the mothers reported some form of
influence from their adult children. This is seen when the
children become a bridge to the wider social system. The
children help mediate cultural and social changes. For

mothers, important social links also came from activities
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outside the home such as: work, education and leisure
through the influence of a child. -

It was found that the mother daughter relationship was
the dyad with the highest rate of exéhange and the most
reciprocity. Mothers reported giving as much to their
children as they reéeived. However, mothers reported
receiving more support from theip children than the fathers.
The family dyad with the m§st imbalance was between the
father and the daughter.= Fathefs reported receiving
considerably mofé support\thén they saw themsélves as
giving.

It was concluded that the empty-nest stage of life is
not a transition to be seen as a loss, but rather a gain.
This is a period of role re-alignment brought about by
develépmental changes on the part of the child, as well as,
the parent. As the child enters adulthood, the parent is »
also entering middle-age. For most parents, the decreasing
parental role demands are a welcome change, in which, the
parent gains time and eﬁeréy to use at their own command.
The parent-child relétibhship(is~now characterized by
exchange. The parent gains a new sense of freedom and finds
that their adult child has avreadiness and ability to give.
This greatly lessens the demand on the pérent that the child

once placed. °
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Summary

Literature was reported on concerning the empty-nest
stage of the family life cycle. Research was reviewed
pertaining to mothers and fathers in the post-parental
transitioﬁ° Relationship changes between parents and their
children were also reported. |

Research related to mpthers and the post-parental
transition showed that this perioa of the faﬁily life cycle
does not have to be one of crisis. Mothers that are able to
allow their children to become independent adults find that
they move to a relationship bésed on mutuality. The adult
child can becomg a new social resource to the mother and a
bridge to the changing cultural environment. LThose mothers
that are unable to relinquish ﬁhe maternal role and pursue
other interests find the empty—nest transition to be
difficult.

Not as much information is known about fathers and the
post-parental role. fathers“éeem to make this transition
easier than mothers because they have focused their time and
energy into their careers rather than their children.
However, this may change in the future as fathers are
investing more of themselves and their time into the care of
their children.

Finally, the literature shows that parents view the
empty-nest stage as a time of freedoﬁ. The parent no longer
needs to be a role model for their adult child. In turn, a

new type of relationship is obtained with the child in which
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the child contributes emotional support and social
influence. Although family members struggle for
independence through this transition, the system as a whole
adapts and takes on new qualities that it did not possess

previously.



CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

This study describes the cﬁanges that occur in the
parental role during the empty-nest stage of the family life
cycle. A better understanding of the transitions in the
parent-child relationship will also be obtained. Although
this stage of the family life cycle is not new, little is
known about the actual role changes that affect each parent.
As the structure and interactional patterns of the family
system changes, the family reaches a new equilibrium and
maintains stability (Becvar &Yﬁecvar, 1982). The
hypothesized relatipnship between the child leaving the home
and the parental role is illustrated in Figure 1.

This is a descriptive and exploratory stﬁdy. According
to Isaac and Michael (1990), the purpose of descriptive
research is to collect detailed, factual information that
describes a given population or area of interest.x The role
of a parent, as influenced by the child leaving the home]
will be investigated in this study. It will also describe
- the changes in the relationship between parents and their
children during this time.

The parental role can be\viéwed as an independent

variable influencing the transition of a child leaving the

24
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home. An assumption can be made that the child’s leaving
the parental home can, in turn, influence the parental role.
In this situation, the child’s departure from the home can
be viewed as both an independent and dependent variable.
However, this study is concerned with the changes in the
parental role, due to the departure of the last child from
the home. Therefore, the parénta1~role will be viewed as
the dependent wvariable and thevchiid leaving the home will

be viewed as the independent‘variable.

PRE-EMPTY NEST PARENTAL ROLE
Authority figure
Financial responsibility
Emotional support
Role model

|

CHILD LEAVES THE PARENTAL HOME
Autonomy
Independence

POST-EMPTY NEST PARENTAL ROLE

Figure 1. Relationship between the independent
and dependent variable.

Selection of Sample

Two noh-probability sampling procedures were selected
for the purpose of this study, purposive sampling and
snowball sampling. Purposive sampling is defined as the

selection of subjects based on the purpbse of the research.

Subjects are chosen on the basis of specific characteristics
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relevant to the research topic (Adams & Schvaneveldt, 1985).
Snowball sampling is defined as initially identifying
subjects for your study; these subjects can, in turn, refer
you to other subjects with like or similar characteristics
(Adams & Schvaneveldt, 1985).

Interest in parents experiencing the empty-nest /
requires a population of middle—aged and older adults that )
have undergone the departure of the last child from the

parental home. For this study, the research population will
include married couplés that‘have experienced the departure

of the last child from the parental home.

The sample of subjects consisted of

S

S e s

30 _individuals
(i.e., 15 married couples) living in Stillwater,dOklahoma, a
medium sized university town located in central Oklahoma.
Subjects ranged from 44 to 73 yeérs of age with a mean of
54.4 years. Thirteen percent of the sample had some college
education, thirteen percent held a bachelor’s degree, sixty-
seven percent had 17 or more years of education and the rest
of the subjects held a high school diploma. Eight of the
subjects were university professors, seventeen were
professionals, one subject was a clerk working for the
university and four of the subjects were housewives.
Eighty-seven pércent of the sample was working and thirteen
percent were retired. The four subjects that were retired
were still involved in activities related to their

professions and in the community in general. Although they

no longer had a career, they substituted other interests
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into the work role they had vacated. Eighty-five percent of
the sample had a yeafly family income of over $50,000. Only
one couple had one child, six couples had two childreo,'six
couples had three children, one couple had four children and
one couple had five children. The age of the last chiid to
leave the home ranged from 18 to 37 years with a mean agelof
24.6 years. The last child had been gone from the home
three months to 18.5 years with a mean of 4.8 years. Forv‘
each couple, the last Chlld to leave the home was the

youngest child in the famlly.
Instrumentation

The Empty—Nest Survey (ENS) was developed by the

researcher to assess the changes in the parental role during
the empty-nest. The ENS consists of four major sections.
Section one is,designed to gathef demogrsphio informetion
about the subject.; Section two focuses on tasks and roles

the parent assumed when the children were living at home.

Section three addresses the parental role since the last

child left the home. The statements listed in sections two -

and three are identical, however, the question asked in each
section is dlfferent In section four, the subject is
interviewed by the researcher with six open—ended questions.
Respondents are asked to comment on the changes in the
parental role and the parent-child relationship since the
last child leff fhe home.

This questionnaire was designed by the researcher to

L

e

v/
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understand the perceived change in the parental role since
the last child moved out of the parental home. To discern
how a parents primary responsibilities have changed, parents
were asked to rate their primary parental roles while their
children were residing in the home. Parents were then asked
to rate their primary tasks[ again, since the last child
moved out. The rating scale consisted of a 5-point Likert
scale (1 = almost never, 5 = almost always). This scale was
created to provide‘respondent)s aﬁswers with a numerical |
value. Statements from sections two and three were divided
into 2 categories} authoritarian characteristics (i.e.,
disciplinerchild, make decisions for child, teach child the
value of money, help educate child) and nurturing
characteristics (i.e., provide direction and guidance,
encourage child’s independence, talk openly with child, give
emotional support).‘ Lastly, parentsvwere asked to comment
on how they felt the relationship with their child had
changed and the transitions they experienced in the parental
role by a series of dpen-ended questions asked by the
researcher. |

A small pilot study was conducted by the researcher to
evaluate and improve the Empty-Nest Survey. The information
given and comments ﬁade led to the revision of the
questionnaire. For further discussion concerning the pilot
study and a breakdown of the statements per category refer
to Appendix A. |

An interview was chosen as one of the means for
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gathering data because of its ability to explore a problem
area which has insufficient information. It allows the
subject to be interviewed in their natural environment,
permitting a feeling of security. The researcher is able to
gain in-depth information through open and free responses
and is able to probé deeper for more information if needed.
The interview situation allows for flexibility, in which,
each participant can adapt to the situafion and environment.
The interview allows the‘datéAgathering procedure to be on a
more personal level (Isaac &'Michaelf 1990).

The interview, however, has some disadvantages. The
process is vulnerable to subtle biases of the researcher or
possible personélify conflicts between the researcher and
the respondent. The respondent may feel intimidated by the
researcher or the interview process due to the nature of\the
personal questions asked. Lastly, personal interviews can
be time consuming and expensive, and the information given

could be difficult to summarize (Isaac & Michael, 1990).
Data Collection

The revised Empty-Nest Survey was filed with the.
Oklahoma State University Institﬁtional Review Boardﬂ(IRB).
The IRB is designed<to review the data collection process by
ensuring that the rights and welfare of human subjects will
be properly protected. In order to have the ENS approved
for use, a consent form was added. Thevconsent form |

explained the rights of the subject and outlined the
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procedure that they would be asked to follow.

The researcher contacted middle~aged and older adults,
that had experienced the departure of the last child from
the home, by telephone and asked them to participate in the
study. An appointment was then made to interview each
couple in their home. First, one spouse was asked to
complete the Empty-Nest Survey while the other spouse was
interviewed by the researcher. Husbands and wives were
counter-balanced in this proceés to eliminate any bias. The
ENS took approximately 15 minutes to complete and the
interview took approximately 20 to 25 minutes to complete.
In total, the entire interview process for each couple took
approximately 45 minutes. Data were collected during the

last week of February and the first week in March of 1991.
Statistical Analysis

The Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS)
was used in the analysis. A paired t-test was used to
measure the differences in ﬁeéhé between the same subjects
under two different conditions, when the children were
living at home (before) from when the last child moved out
(after). A paired t-test was used to compare the total mean
score of the nurturing characteristics from before and
after; this test was repeated for the authoritarian
characteristics. A grouped t-test was used to test the
differences in the means between the period when the

children were 1living at home versus when the children had
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left home. A grouped t-test was chosen because it allows
for testing the differences in means between two independent
groups based upon a third variable (Norusis, 1988). In this
case, gender and the length of time the last child had been
gone from the home were used as a base to compare the two
groups. A Chi-Square analysis was used to look af the ease
of the transition into the empty-nest based upon gender.
Chi-Square statistically answers the question whether the
frequencies observed in a saﬁple deviétes significantly from
some theoretical or expected population frequencies ( Isaac
& Michael, 1990). ' Cronbach’s alpha was used as a
reliability estimate to assess the different scales,
nurturing and authoritarian, in the Empty-Nest Survey.

Alpha varies from .0 to 1.0 and indicates whether items have

no relationship with each other or are perfectly related.
Limitations

The limitations affecting the results of this study

include the following:

1. A randomized sample was not used in the sampling
procedure. Therefore, ability to generalize about
the findings of this study to a larger population
is not possible. |

2. The total number of families that participated in
this study was 15, which contained 30 individual
family members. For a descriptive study, a larger

sample is preferred for more representativeness of
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the population being studied.

More diversity is needed in respondents to increase
representativeness of couples experiencing the
empty-nest. Couples tended to be white, highly
educated, religious families with a relatively high
income.

The instrument may not have tapped all of the roles
or tasks parents assume. ﬂowever, open-ended
guestions were included to give parents. the
opportunity fo express fqrther‘infofmation
concerning changes in the ﬁarentalvrole.
Information was gathered from parent’s on their
perspective of the parent-child relationship
changes that occurred during the empty-nest. It
would have provided more insight inté the
relationship changes if comparisons were made
between the parent’s perspective and the child’s

perspective.
Operational Hypotheses

Parents will have significantly lower scores on the
authoritarian aspects of the parental role once the
last child has left the home.

Parents will show no difference in the nurturing
aspects of the parental role when the children were
living at home Veréus when the last child had

moved out.
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Abstract
Several role transitions are experienced throughout the life
course. Today, more couples are living longer, healthier
lives. They are choosing to have fewer children and to
delay childbearing. Therefore, parents will spend more time
as middle-aged adults in an émpty—nest. The purpose of this
study is to describe the transitions that occur in the
parental role and the parent?child relationship during the
empty-nest. Fifteen married\coupleslwere interviewed; A
grouped t-test ﬁaé used to look at the parental ro;e when
children were living at home compared to when the last child
had moved out based upon gender. Gender was found to be
significant. A grouped t-test was used to look at
differences in parent’s responsés based upon the length of
time the last child had been gone from the home.
Significant results were foﬁnd for those children that had

been gone from the home thirty-one months or less.
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' Introduction

Middle-aged couples with no childrén residing in the
parental home are relatively new in this century. In the
1890’s, the mother typically died before seéing her first
child marrigd or was widowed before the iast child left the
home. Today, more adults are living longer, heaithier lives
(Bengston,_1986f Ferrini & Fefrini, 1989; Geé, 1987; U.S.
Bureau of the Census, 1984). \Couplés are(choosing té have
fewer childrgn (Coﬁnidis, 1989;\U: S. Bureau of the Census,
1987) and to delay childbearing (Cohen, 1985; Connidis,
1989; Goldscheider & Goldschéider, 1989).) The period of a
couple’s middle years uéually lasts longer thaﬁ any other
stage in the family life cycle. 'Parents will be spending
more time as middlé-aged and older~adu1ts in an empty-nest
(Duvall, 1977; Hess & Waring,;i980; Riley, 1983).

Several role changes and role transitions arev
experienced throughout the iife span. Role theory forms the
basis for understanding the,procéss of moving in and out of
roles. Factors influencing theﬁadjuétment to social rolés
are anticipatory socialization, transition procedures and
substitute gratifiqationé”(Burr, 1972; Burr, Leigﬁ, Day, &
Constantine, 1979; Cottrell, 1942; Merton, 1968; éérbin &
Allen, 1968). | |

Earlier research showed that the transition to the
empty-nest was considered a time of crisis because it marked

the "desertion" of the children from the parental home and

the "abandonment" of parents by the children (Lowenthal & . -
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Chiriboga, 1972; Pineo, 1968} Rollins & Feldman, 1970).7
However, recent reseérch has not' supported the previous

findings that showed the empty—nestiés a time of family

crisis (Deutscher, 1968; George, 1980; Hagestad & Snow,

1977; Harkins, 1978; Spence & Lonner, 1971).

Information concerning thé parental role and the
parent-child relationénip; during the empty-nest phase of
the family life cycle, is eéséntial in understanding
transitioné associatedlwith thishperiod. In order to
provide effective treatment(‘it is imperative that
practitioners understand how middle—éged adults handle
change and the dynamics invoived on a daily basis.
Practitioners wdriing with adnlts will ha&e a better .
understanding ofvthe transitibné and changes that occnr in
the role of a parent through tnis study.q

Tnis study deséribes the transitions that occur in the
parental role during the empty-nest stage of the family life
cycle. A bettef understanding éf the changes in the parent-
child relationship will also be obtained. Althoggh this
stage is not new, little\isfknown about the actual role
changes that affect each parént.

Methodology
Sample

Respondents were selected by purposive sampling.
Interest in parents experiencing the empty-nest requirés a
population of middle—agedvand older adults that have

undergone the departure of the last child from the parental
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home. For this study, the research population will include
married couples that have experienced the departure of the
last child from the parental home.

The sample consisted of thirty individuals (i.e.,
fifteen married couples) thaf had experienced the empty-
nest. Respondents ;anged in agé from 44 to 73 years with a
mean of 54.4 years. Eighty pgrcent of the sample had 16 or
more years of college. Fifty-seven percent of the sample
were professionals, thirty percent were university
professors and ten percent wére housewives. Thirteen
percent of the respondents were retired; however, they were
involved in activities related to their professions and
community services. Eighty-five<perceﬂt of the sample had a
yearly family income of $50,0QO,or more. One couple had one
child; the rest of the couples pad 2 to 5 childreﬁ (see
Table I). The average age of the youngest child was 24.6
years. The youngest child had been gone from the parental
home anywhere from 3 months to 18.5 years with a mean of 4.8
years. For each couple, the last child to leave the home

was the youngest.

Insert Table 1 about here

Instrumentation
The Empty-Nest Survey (ENS) was developed by the
researcher to assess the changes in the paréntal role during

the empty-nest. The ENS consists of four major sections.
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Section one is designed to gather demographic information
about the subject. Section two focuses on tasks and roles
the parent assumed when the children were living at home.
Section three addresses the parental role sihce the last
child left the home. The statements listed in sections two
and three are identiqal, howeQer, the question asked in’ each
section is different. In section four, the subject is
interviewed by the researchér‘with six open-ended questions.
Respondents are'askéd to commént on the changes in the
parental role and the pafent-child relationship since the
last child left fhe home.

This questionnaire wasAdesigned by the researcher to
understand the peréeived change in the parental role since
the last child moved out of tﬁe barental homé. To discern
how a parents primary responsibiiities have changed, parents
were asked to rate their primary parental roles while their
children were residing in the home. Parents were then asked
to rate their pfimary t;gks;'agéin, since the last éhild
moved out. The rating scale consisted of é 5-point Likert
scale (1 = almost never, 5 = almost alwayé). This scale was
created to provide respondent7s answers with a numerical
value. Statements from sections  two and{three were divided
into 2 cateéories: authoritarian characteristics (i.e.,
discipline child, make decisions;for‘child, teach child the
value of money, help educate child) and nurturing
characteristics (i.e., provide direction and}guidance,

encourage child’s independence, talk openly with child, give
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emotional support). Lastly, parents were asked to comment
on how they felt the reiationship with their child had
changed and the transitions they experienced in the parental
role by a series of open-ended questions’asked by the
researcher.

An interview was chosen as one of the means for
gathering data because of its ability to explore a ﬁroblem
area which has insufficientAinfbfmatiqn. It allows the
subject to be interviewéd in their natural énvironment,
permitting avfeeling of security;4 Thé researcher is able to
gain in-depth information through open and free responses
and is able to probe deeper for more information if needed.
The intervigw situation allows for flexibility, iﬁ which,
each participant can adapt to the situation and environment.
The interview allows thg data gathering procédure to be on a
more personal level‘(Isgac & Michael, 1990).

Data Collection

The researcher contacted middle-aged and older adulﬁs,
that had experienced the erarture of the last child from
the home, by telephohe aﬁd ésked/them to participéte in the
study. An appointment ﬁas fhen‘made to inter&iew each
couple in their home. First, one spouse was asked to
complete the Empty-Nest Survey while\thé other“spouse»was
interviewed by the researcher. Husbands and wives were
counter-balanced in this process to eliminate any bias. The
ENS took approximately 15 minutes to complete and the

interview took approximately 20 to 25 minutes to complete.
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In total, the entire interview process for each couple took
approximately 45 minutes.
Analysis and Findings

A grouped t-test was used to determine differences in
mean scores in the parental role when the children were
living at home versus the mean scores once the last child
had moved out of the parental home based upon gender.
Gender was found to be significant. Mothers rated higher on
providing direction and guidance (p<.05), teaching respect
for authority (p<.05) and giving emotional support (p<.05)
when the children were living at home (see Table II).
Mothers and fathers showed no difference in nelping to
educate the child and promoting self-esteem once the last

child had moved out.

Insert Table‘z about here

A grouped t-test was uéed to determine the differences
in parental role mean scores based upon the length of time
the last child had been gone from the home. The length of
time the last child had been out of the parental home was
significant. Parents rated higher on providing direction
and guidance (pﬁ.OS), assisting the child financially
(p<.05), teaching respect for authority (p<.05) providing
necessities such as food and shelter (p<.05), teaching the
value of money (p<.001), helping to educate the child

(p<.001) and teaching responsibility (p<.001) when the child
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had been gone from the home thirty-one months or less (see
' Table III). No difference was found in giving emotional
suppért based upon the length of time the child had been

gone.

. Insert Table 3‘about here

A paired t-test was used to comﬁare‘the total mean
score of the nurtﬁriné characteriétics when the children
were living at home (before)‘fromlwhen the last child had
moved out (after). A paired t-test was also used to compare
the total mean score, from before’and after, of the
authoritarian characteristics. Nurturing and authoritarian

characteristics were found to be significant (see Table IV).

Ihserﬁ Table 4 about here

A Chi-square analysis was used to look at the ease of
the transition into the empty-nest based upon gender. No
significant differences wefe found based upon gender.
Seventeen percent of the sample found the transition to be
very difficult or soméwhat difficult; sikty—ﬁine.percent of
the sample found the transition to be somewhat easy or very
" easy and the remaining féurtéen perceﬁf thought the
transition was neither difficult nor easy.

Cronbach’s aipha‘was used as a reliability estimate.

Alpha varies from .0 to 1.0 and indicates whether items have
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no relationship with each other or are perfectly related. A
reliability of .599 was found for the nurturing
characteristics and .853 for the authoritarian
characteristics. Reliability coefficients between .35 and
.59 are consiﬁeyed to represent a moderate association
between items. A reliability coefficient above .60 is
considered highly reliable. The nurturing and authoritarian
scales were well withinvfhe acceﬁtable range.

| Disauasion\

The results of this study indicated that mothers
perceived themselvea as giving more emotional support,
guidance, and teaching respeét for auﬁhority than fathers
when their childran were liviﬁg‘at hbme. This could
partially Be due to the fact that mothers have invested more
of themselves and their time ihfo the nurturing and rearing
of thair children than fathers (Cooper & Gutmann, 1987;
Reskin & Coverman, 1985). However, no difference was found
in promoting self—éafeem and helping to educate the child,
once they had moved out, based upon gender. In many cases,
parents were paying for théir child’s college education;
thisdmay explain why no difference was found. Sécondly,
parents promoted their child’s self—esteem'more\ndw that
they had moved out and were on their own. Many times
children need support and encouragement as they move from
the role of a child to one of an adult (Duvall, 1977).

Significant‘reSults Ware found for those children that

had been gone from the home thirty-one months or less. 1In
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many cases these children were in college. Although the
children had moved out of the parental home, parents still
were not able to compietely relinquish the parental role.
Parents were called upon for financial and emotional -
support. Some parents felt that it was still their duty to
teach and guide their children at tﬁis stage (i.e., teach
responsibility,‘teach the value of money, provide
necessities and emotionqi‘support). |

Significant differences wefe_found‘in the\nurturing and
authoritarian characteristicé parents took on when ﬁheir
children were living at home compared to when the last chiid
had moved out. This is explained by the fact that parents
no longer had the day-to-day confact with their children so
many of the tasks and roles parents assumed were considered
to be obsolete. For example, it was no ionger the parenté
responsibility to set rules, punish the child or provide
necessities such as, food and shelter.

Those parents that found the ease of the transition
into an empty-nest éoﬁewhat or very difficult either had one
child or were unable to reiinquish the parental role due
to the demands of the adult child. Couples that had one
child e#perienced anfabrupt phanée in lifestyle when their
child left home; whereas, couples with more than one
child experienced a progreésive change as fhe transition
peridd lasted several years. Therefore, by the time their
last child left homé, couﬁles were anticipating an

empty-nest.
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Some couples were unable to relinquish’the parental
role causing tension and stress. In many cases this
occurred when the child was having difficulty moviﬁg into
adulthood and gaining independence. The child would rely on
the parent for emotional support and encburagement at a time
when the pérent was expectiné these cpmmitmenfs to be
diminishedo‘ For ekample, a daughter waskhaving difficulty
in a relationship with hér boyfrieqd. The déughter could
not cope with the dissolvement of the relationship and was
unable to make objective decisions concerning the rest of
her life. She, Fherefore, put a'heévy burden on)her parents
for emotional support and stability. \

Parents that rated the transitibn to the empty-nest
somewhat or very éas§ felt that‘théy had prepared their
child, as best they céuld, for life; theréforé, they felt
confident about seeing their children leave the home. All
of these parents had more than one child; consequently, when
the last child was ready’to'mOVe)out of the home the parenté
were equally ready to hdvg the héme to themselves.

Parental Role Chandes

In two different ways, parents were asked how the V
parental role(héd changed now that their last child had left
the home. First, pqrents were asked about things they used
to do, as a parent, that’théy no longer do. Clear themes
emerged in the parent’s answers. Mothers and fathers stated
that they no longer have the day—to—déy chiid rearing

responsibilities. Home maintenance issues, regarding the



45

children, were the first to be eliminated such‘as: having
balanced meals prepared, doing laundry and ironing, keeping
the house clean and tidy and staying on top of everybody’s
daily activities. Financial responsibility was decreased
and in many cases diminished; however, parents made it known
that they would be there for their'children financially if
needed. farents were no 1onger‘in contact with their
children on a daily basis; they did not have to worry about
where their children were, what they were doingmand when—
they would get‘home. Parents n; 1ongér had d;rect
involvement in their childreh's decision making process;
therefore, parents knew less‘of;what their children were
doing on a daily basis. 1In somefcaseé, this qregted a
better relationship between parent and child. Parénts
gained more time for "personal use" because they were no
longer involved in their children’s activities. The love,
support and affection barents feel for their children has
not changed, but the daiiylcbntaét, supervision and
involvement has decreased.

Secondly, parenfs weré asked about things they do now,
as a parent, fhat they did nqt do previouslyt Almost all of
the parents stated tﬂgt they moved from a supérvisoryirole
to én advisory role. Parents were reluctant to give their
children advice unless asked. ‘They did not want to put too
much input into their children’s lives, but rather respected
their children’s independence and freedom. Parents were

likely to be more supportive and encouraging of their
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children's decisions. The parent-child relationship moved
to an adult relationship baséd on equality. In many cases,
the relationship moved to one based on friendship. Parents
were able to socialize with their children like they would

with their own friends.

Life Changes

Parents,wére asked howvtheir liveé héd changed now that
their childfen_had left the home. They cqmmented on the new
found freedbms aésdciated With their childreh leaving the
home. Parents were now able to get up and go whenever they
wanted; parenﬁs ﬁere no longer on a time schedule in which
they needed to fit their chiidfen's,and their own
activities. Parents gained a sense of spontaneity in their
lives. Life aroundﬂthe house became'quieter and more
relaxed. Husbands and wives gained freedom in expressing
themselves to each other. It was an opportunity to
experience the hoheymoon‘time again (Atchley, 1985; Stevens-
Long, 1988; Troll, 1985), They were now able to spend more
time with each other and‘beéome’involved in activities in
which they were intereséed. Couples were able to be selfish
in their use of time. As one pa;ent stated, "I am able to
do ﬁore of what I want to do and less of what others want me
to do". |

The biggest changeS‘occurrédlfor mothers. Mothers were
able to return to work or focus on a career, stért college
or become involved in activitiesrthat they were interested

in, but unable to do when they had children living at home.
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Parent-Child Relationship Changes

A common theme emerged when parents .where asked how the
. relationship with their children had changed since they had
moved out of the home. Parents stated that the relationship
moved to one of adult-to-adult. wfarents were now able to
discuss adult issues and problems with their children sueh
as: buying a house, mafitalpi5sues or'questions concerning
children. ' In general, parent—child relationships have not
changed, but evolved to a new state of equlllbrlum. The
relatlonshlp also became more relaxed than it had been
previously. The parent is no=longervaware of what the child
is doing on a daily basis; thepefore, the parent does not
have the opportunity to become upset&over the child’s
affairs. 1In turn, less friction occurs between parent and
child. |

Parents do not,haVe daily contact with their children;
they try to compensate, however, by talking on the telephone
regularly. For those famllles that had at least one Chlld
living in the same city, parents were able to call or stop
by periodically. In many cases, they had dinner together
once a week. These parents felt that the trans1t10n to the
empty-nest would have been more dlfflcult for them if their
children lived in other parts of the country rather than in-
the same city. Some parentS‘stateafthat when they saw their
children, they discussed important issues rather than "nit-
picking" about trivial things. One‘mother summed up the

relationship changes in one sentence. "I was fired as a



48

parent and rehired as a friend."
Child Changés_

Finally, parents were asked to describe any differences
they saw in their children since they left the home. Common
responses focused on.their children becoming more mature,
independenﬁ and responsible for their own well-being. The
children had or were taking on an adult role (i.e., payihg
their own bills, excélling in a pfofession,hstarting a
family). Some parents saw their qhildren displaying values
they tried to instill in them. Children no longer took
things for granfed now that theY‘ﬁeré sn‘their own. Parents
felt that their children weré easier to get along with now
that they did not have the daily interaction together.
Consequently, parents and chiidfen gained a new appreciation
of each other . Lastly by reé&gnizing and relating to their
children as adults, parents iearned things about their
children they did not know previously such as: personal
qualities and tfaits they did ndt see while their children
were living at home. |

Summary

The empty-nest stage of the family life cycle shpuld be
viewed as a positive step in the 1ife‘boufse. Moreovér for
most families, the transition is a low-impact event because
the parent-child reiationship is altered rather than
terminated (George, 1980). A variety of benefits are
derived when the child moves outAof the home. These

benefits include: increased freedom, discovering the adult
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child as a‘social resource and a sense of accomplishment as
a resulf of the successful launching of the children to an
independent life.

Parents that do not prepare for this transitiqn by
finding alternative, meaningful roles may find this
transition difficult or stressful. Secondly, those parents
that héve’only one child wiIl exéerience an abrupt change
rather than‘a progressive trahsition gkperienced‘by couples
with two or more children. These coﬁpleé nééd to prepare
themselves for, this transition throuéhout therchild rearing
years. Lastly, if a child does nét allow the parent to move
through the transition'émoothly, due to their child’s
inability to successfully achieve independence, the,parent
may experience a difficult time. Fortunately, these
situations are not the norm.

This study has}several implications for parents and
practitioners who work with families experiencing the empty-
nest. Parents that focus their«lives solely upon their
children will have a difficult time substituting another
gratifying role into the oné;fhey have recently vacated.
Parents should explqre other meaningful interests such as:
work or a career, an education, or éobial and léisure
activities. Parents need to find a new interests in order
to remain productive.

Practitioners should empower the individual to explore
alternative roles to fill the void of their children

leaving. They can help the individual discover the new
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found freedoms of their own individuality. The practitioner
can assist the individual’s ease in moving through the
transition and creating a new existence for themselves.

A randomized sample was not used in the sampling
procedure, therefore, the findings of this study are not
generalizable to the larger popuiation. Secondly, the
Empty-Nest Survey may not have tapped all of the tasks or
roles parents assume. However, open—ehded questions were
included to give parents the:opﬁbrtunify to express further
information concerning the parental role and parent-child
relationship. Consequently, these are limitations to the
study. |

The following recommendations for future research are
based on the findings of this study.

1. Studies with larger sample are needed to describe
with more assurance the parental role changes
experienced during the empty—nest and the parent
adult-child relationship changes.

2. Comparisons of thé parent’s perspective and the
child’s perspective would provide insight into the
differences and similarities in the perception of
the parent-child relationship changes during
the empty-nest.

3. Studies focusing on families in diverse income
brackets, various levels of educational attainment
and different types of families (i.e., married

couples and single parent families) would be



helpful in examining the empty-nest experience of
the general population.

Studying ethnically different families would be
beneficial in examining the empty-nest experience

across cultures.
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TABLE I

DEMOGRAPHIC INFORMATION

Variables ? Males=15 Females=15 Couples=i5
Education:
12 years 6.7%
13 - 15 years - 3.3% 10.0
16 years 10.0 3.3
17 years or more 36.7 30.0
Employed: 40.0% 46.7%
Retired: . ‘ 10.0 3.3
Occupation: : )
Professional 33.4% . 23.3%
Professor 20.0 ) 6.7
Housewife : ’ 13.3
3

Clerical ; . 3.

Family Income:
$30,000 - 39,999 7.1
$40,000 - 49,999 o 7.1

‘ 1.4
4.4

oY

$50,000 - 59,999
$60,000 or greater

Number of Children:
One child
Two children
Three children
Four children
Five children
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TABLE IT

PARENTAL ROLE PERCEPTIONS BASED ON GENDER
WHEN THE CHILDREN LIVED AT HOME

Variable Male Mean Female Mean t

Provide direction
and guidance 4.20 4.67 -2.43%

Teach respect
for authority 4.07 4.67 -2.1l6%

Give emotional ‘ ;
support - 4.07 ¢ 4.73 -2.17%

*p<.05
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PARENTAL ROLE PERCEPTIONS BASED ON THE LENGTH OF TIME

THE LAST CHILD HAS BEEN GONE FROM THE HOME

Variable Group 1 Group 2 t
Provide direction

and guidance 3.40 2.73 2.24%
Assist child

financially 3.80 2.80 2.39%
Teach respect

for authority 3.00 1.30 2.28%
Provide necessities . 3.07 1.53 3.57%
Teach the value

of money 3.20 1.47 4.18%%
Help educate child 3.80 1.67 4,79%%
Teach child

responsibilities 3.53 1.87 4.61%%
Group 1 Thirty-one months or less

Group 2 = Thirty-two months and greater

*p<.05
**p<.001
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TABLE IV

CATEGORY SCORES

Category . Before After t

Nurturing characteristics: ‘44.10 56.33 8.01%%*
Provide direction and guidance 4.43 3.07 7.49%%
Assist child financially 4.43 3.30 5.61%%
Give emotional support * - 4.40 ‘ 4.20 1.14
Provide necessities =~ = . 4.97 ' 2.30 .10.45%%
Show Affection 4.13 4.03 6.91
Encourage child’s independence . 4.16 3.80 1.47
Talk openly with child 0 4.237 4.43 -1.44
Provide religipus education 4.00 2.03 . 7.97%%
Promote self-esteem ( 4.40 2.03 1.19
Love your child : 5.00 5.00 .00

Authoritarian characteristics: 39.07 19.90 12.23%%
Discipline child | 3.63 1.13 13.14%%
Instill values ) 4.63 3.10  6.30%%*
Teach respect for,aﬁthority 4.37 2.43 7.92%%*
Set rules for child to follow  4.03 1.53 10.93%*
Teach the value of ﬁoney ( 4.20 2.33 6.91%%
Teach living skills 3.23 1.50 7.55%%
Make decisions for child 3.20 1.37 10.57#%%
Punish child 2.87 1.07 10.26%*%
Teach child responsibility | 4.30 2.70 6.13%%
Help educate child S 4.60 2.73 5.96%%

*%p<.001

NS



BIBLIOGRAPHY

Adams, G. R., & Schvaneveldt, J. D. (1985). Underétanding“
research methods. New York: Longman. '

J., & Becvar, D. S. (1982) Systems theory and

Becvar, R.
family therapy: A prlmer. Washlngton DC: University |

Press.

Bengston, V. L. (1986). Sociological perspectives on aging,
families, and the future. In M.Bergener (Ed.),
Perspectives on aging: The 1986 Sandoz lectures in
gerontology (pp. 237-263). New York: Academic Press.

I., & Spark, G. M. (1973). Invisible

248-274). Hagerstown, MD: Harper & Row.

Boszormenyi-Nagy,
lovalties (pp.
Cohesion, adaptability,

Bridges. C. J. (1989). i
satisfaction and characteristics of

communication
families w1th adult children living at home.

Unpublished doctoral dissertation, Oklahoma State
University, Oklahoma. )
Role transitions:

Burr, W. (1972).
theory. Journal of Marriage and the Family,

A reformulation of
34, 407-

416.

Burr, W. R., Leigh, G. K., Day, R. D., & Constantine, J.
(1979). Symbolic interaction and the family. In W.
Burr, R. Hill, F. Nye, & I. Reiss (Eds.), Contemporary

theories about ‘the family (pp. 42-111).. New York: Free

Press.

Parenthood after 30?2 Lexington, MA:

Cohen, J. B. (1985).
D. C. Heath.

I. (1989). Family ties and aging. Téronto:

Connidis,
Butterworths.

Cooper, K. L., & Gutmann, D. L. (1987). Gender identity and
ego mastery style in middle-aged; pre- and post-empty
The Gerontologist, 347-352.

Cottrell, L. S. (1942). The adjustment of the individual to
his age and sex roles. American Sociological Review, 7,

nest women.

617-620.

58



59

Deutscher, I. (1962). Socialization for postparental life.
In A. M. Rose (Ed.), Human behavior and social
processes (pp. 506-525). Boston: Houghton Mifflin.

Deutscher, I. (1968). The quality of post-parental life.

In B. L. Neugarten (Ed.), Middle age and aging (pp-.
263-268). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Duvall, Evelyn M. (1977). Marriage and family development.
Philadelphia: J. B. Lippincott.

Erikson, E. H. (1963). Childhood and society. New York: W.
W. Norton. -

Fein, R. A. (1976). Men’s entrance to parenthood. The
Family Coordinator; 25, 341-347.

Ferrini, A. F. & Ferrini, R. L. (1989). Health in the later
years. Dubuque, IA: Wm. C. Brown. ‘ K

Gee, E. M. (1987). Historical éhange in the family life
course. In V. Marshall (Ed.), Aging in Canada (2nd
ed.). Markham, ON: Fitzhenry & Whiteside.

Golan, N. (1981). Passing through transitions. New York:
Free Press.

Goldscheider, F. K. & Goldscheider, C. (1989). Family
structure and conflict: Nest-leaving expectations of
young adults and their parents. Journal of Marriage and
the Family, 51, 87-97.

Hagestad, G. 0., & Snow, R. B. (1977, November). Youndg adult
offspring as interpersonal resources in middle age.
Paper presented at the meeting of the Gerontological
Society, San Francisco.

Hess,B. B., & Waring, J. M. ('1980). Parent and child in
later life: Rethinking the relationship. In R. M.
Lerner & G. B. Spanier (Eds.), Child influences on
marital and family interaction (pp. 445-529). New York:
Academic Press.

Hill, R. (1968). Decision making and the family life
cycle. In B. L. Neugarten (Ed.), Middle age and aging
(pp. 286-295). Chicago: University of Chicago Press.

Isaac, S., & Michael, W. (1990). Handbook in research and
evaluation. San Diego: Edits.

Levine, J. A. (1976). Who will raise the children? New

options for fathers and mothers. New York: J. B.
Lippincott.



60

Lewis, R., Freneau, P., & Roberts, C. (1979). Fathers and
the postparental transition. The Family Coordinator,
28, 514-520.

Lynn, D. B. (1974). The father: His role in child
development. Monterey, CA: Brooks/Cole.

Mattessich, P., & Hill, R. (1987). Life cycle and family
development. In M. B. Sussman & S. K. Steinmetz (Eds.),

Handbook of marriage and the family (pp. 437-469). New
York: Plenum Press. .

Merton, R. K. (1968). Social theory and social structure.
New York: Free Press.

Minuchin, S. (1974). Families and family therapy. Cambridge,
MA: Harvard University Press.

Neugarten, B. L. (1968). Middle age and aging. Chicago:
University of Chicago Press.

Norusis, M. J. (1988). SPSS/PC+ Studentware. Chicago: SPSS
Inc.

Olson,D. H., Russell, C. S., & Sprenkle, D. H. (1979).
Circumplex Model of marital and family systems I:
Cohesion and adaptability dimensions, family types, and
clinical applications. Family Process, 18, 3-28.

Peck, R.C. (1968). Psychological development in the second
half of life. 1In B. L. Neugarten (Ed.), Middle Agde and
Ading (pp. 88-92). Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

Pineo, P. C. (1968). Disenchantment in the later years of
marriage. In B. L. Neugarten (Ed.), Middle age and
aging (pp. 258-262). Chicago: University of Chicago
Press.

Riley, M. W. (1983). The family in an aging society: A
matrix of latent relationships. Journal of Family
Issues, 4, 439-454.

Rollins, B. C.) & Feldman, H. (1970). Marital satisfaction
over the family life cycle. Journal of Marriage and the
Family, 26, 20-28.

Sarbin, T., & Allen, V. (1968). Role theory. In G. Lindzey &
E. Aronson (Eds.), The handbook of social psychology:
Vol. 1 (pp. 488-567). Reading, MA: Addison-Wesley.

Spence, D., & Lonner, T. (1971). The empty nest: A
transition within motherhood. The Family Coordinator,
20, 269-375.




61

Stevens-Long, J. (1988). Adult life. Mountain View, CA:
Mayfield.

Stierlin, H. (1974). Separating parents and adolescents. New
York: Quadrangle.

Troll, L. E. (1985). Early and middle adulthood. Monterey,
CA: Brooks/Cole.

U. S. Bureau of the Census (1984). Demographic and
socioeconomic aspects of aging in the United States.

Current Population Reports (Series P-23, No. 138).
Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office.

U. S. Bureau of the Census (1987). Fertility of-american
women: June 1986. Current Population Reports (Series p-
20, No. 421). Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing
Office. ‘ A ‘



APPENDIXES

62



APPENDIX A

PITOT STUDY AND CATEGORY STATEMENTS

63



64

A pilot study was done during Decembér, i990. The
Empty-Nest Survey was initially tested on five graduate
students attending Oklahoma State University. These
students were middle-aged adults, ranging in age from 46 to
56, with at least one child gone from the parental home.

Comments’madé and answers given by the students on the
questionnaire led to the revigion of the Empty-Nest Survey.
Specific stateménts¢weré devéioped for septions two. and
three rather than open ehded questions; general parental
roles and tasks were'listed in each‘section. Two parents
were later asked what type of roles they assumed in the
rearing of their children. The ihformation/giVen was also
incorporated into sections two and thrée’(see Téble V).
This provided respondents a wider range of parental roles
and tasks to comment on rather than solely focusing on the
information given in the pilot study. Although the
statements in sections tw6 and three are identical, the
question for each section is different. A 5-point Likert
scale was developed (1=A1most Never, 5=Almost Always) to
give respondents answers a numerical value. This‘was done
so that statistical analyses could be performed. Finélly,
foliow—up questions were developed folgain in-depth
information conéerning life changes, parental role changes

and parent-child relationship changes.
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CATEGORY STATEMENTS
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Nurturing characteristics:
Provide direction and guidance
Assist child financially
Give emotional supborf~
Provide neceésities’- food, shelter, clothing
Show Affection I |
Encourage child’s independénce
Talk openly with child
Provide religious educatioﬂ'
Promote self-esteem
Love your child Y

Authoritarian characferistics:)
Discipline child
Instill values
Teach respect for authority
Set rules for child to folléwA
Teach the Valuevof_mpnéy
Teach living skills |
Make decisions for chilq
Punish child
Teach child responsibility
Help educate child

Love your child
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Research Question One
How.does the parental role change when the last child leaves
the home?

Parents stated that they no longer have the day-to-day
child rearing responsibilities such as: preparing balanced
meals, doing the 1aundry\anddironing, keeping the house
clean and tidy, and staying on top of their children’s daily
activities. This allowed parents more personal time because
they were no‘lénger involvedFWith activities focusing around
their children.  Financial responsibility decreased, except
for those parents that Werejputting their children through
college. Parents were no longer’in cpntact with their
children on a daily basié; tﬁerefore, they were not directly
involved in their children’s decision making process.
Lastly, almost all of the parénts stated that they moved
from a supervisory role to an advisory role. Parents were
reluctant to give their children advice unless asked because
they wanted to show their respect for their children’s

independence and freedom.
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Research Question‘Two

How does the relationship with the adult child change when
he/she moves out of the parental home? |

Parents stated that the relationship moved from one of
adult-to-adult rather than remaining a parent-child
relationship. Parenés were now able to discuss adult issues
with their childreﬁ such as: buying. a houée, career issues,
marital concerns, or\questions about rearing children. 1In
‘many cases,fthe réla;ionship moved to one based on
friendship. The:parent—child rglatioﬁship bécame more equal
and more relaxed, as the child ﬁovgd to a state of
independence and autonomy, becausé the pa;ent was unaware of
what the child was doing on é daily»basis. One mother
summed up the relationship chanées in one sentence. "I was

fired as a parent and rehired as a friend."



69

Research Question Three
Is there any difference in the role changes or relationship
tranéitions, during the empty-nest, associated with the
gender of the parent?

A grouped t-test was used to compare differences in
mean scores when the children were living at home versus
when the last child had movgd ouf based upon the gender of
the parent. Gender was found £o be significant. Mothers
perceived themselves as giviﬁg mbﬁe emotional support,
guidance, and teaching respect for authprity than fathers
did when the chiidren were livind at home. However, no
significant gendef differencés were found once the last
child moved out of the parental home. Mothers and fathers
rated themselves equally on promoting self-esteem and
helping to educate the child énce they had moved out.

In many caseé, péfents were putting their child through

college and this may explain why no difference was found.
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Research Question Four
Is there any difference in the role changeé or relationship
transitions, during the empty-nest, associated with the
length of time the last child has beén gone from‘the
parental home?

A grouped t-test was used to determine the differences
in mean scores in the parental fole based upon the length of -
time the last child had been goneé from the home.

Significant results were found fof those children that had
been gone from the home thir%y—one months or less. Parents
rated higher on proViding direction and guidance, aséisting
the child financially, £eaching respect for authority,
providing necessities’such as food and shelter, teaching the
value of money, hélping to educaté the child, and teaching
responsibility when the child”had been gone thirty-one
months or less. In many cases, these children were in
college and parents were still being called upon for
financial and emotional éupport.v Some parents felt that it
was still their duty to~£each and‘guide their child at this

stage.
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Research Question Five
Is the Empty-Nest Survey a reliable assessment of the
changes that occur in the parental role during the empty-
nest?

Cronbach’s alpha was used as a reliability estimate.
Alpha varies from .0 to 1.0 and indicates whether items have
no relationship with each other §r are perfectly related.
Reliability coefficients between .35 and .59 are considered
to represent a moderate association between items. A
reliability coefficieﬁ? above .60 can be considered highly
reliable. The»nurturihé and authoritarian scales were well
within the acceptable range for research purposes (see

Table VI).
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Table VI

MEASURES OF RELIABILITY FOR THE NURTURING: AND
AUTHORITARIAN SCALES

Scale Titie Alpha*
Nurturing:
All 10 itemsv ' .599
Authoritarian: o
All 10 items R .853

*¥ Alpha usually calls for an N of 10 respondents per item
for accurate assessment. Since the N of cases in this study
was not optimal, these coefficients are considered

estimates.
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Hypothesis One
Parents will report fewer authoritarian aspects of parenting .
when the last child has moved out of the parental home.

A paired t-test was used to compare the total mean
score of the authoritarian characteristics of the: parental
role when the children were living at home versus when the
last child had moved out. Significant differences were
found in the authoritarian characteristics once the child
had moved o@t. This was explained by the fact that parents
no longer had the day-to-day contact With their children so
many of the tasks and roles parents took on were considered

obsolete.
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Hypothesis Two
There will be no change in the nurturing aspects of
parenting when the iast child has moved out of the home.

A paired t-test was used to compare the total mean
score of the nurtqring characteristics of the parental role
when the children were living at home versus when the last
child had moved out. Significant differences were found in
the nurturing characteristics-ohce the last child had moved
out. This was explained by the fact that parénts no longer
had the day-to-day contact with théir children and many of
the tasks and roles parents took on were considered
obsolete. Although not all 6f the nurturing characteristics
changed, the overall mean score deéfeased beéause many of
the statements focused on the daily contact and

responsibility for the child.
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The following recommendations for future research are

based on the findings of this study.

1.

Studies should consider using a larger samplé.

This would help describe with more assurance the
parental role changes experienced during the empty-
nest and the parent¥child relationship changes.
Includihg more questions to the Empty-Nest Survey
would contribute to the reiiability,and validity of
the questionnaife. v .

Comparisons of the parent’s perspective and the
child’s perspective/would provide insight into the
differences and similaritieé~in the perception of
the parent-child relationship changes during

the emﬁty—nest.

Studies focusing on families from a wide variety of
socio-economic backgrounds, various levels of
educational attainment and different types of
families (i.e., married couples and single parent
families) would be helpful in examining the empty-
nest experience of the general population.

Studying ethnically different families would be
beneficial in examining the eﬁpty—nest experience

across cultures.
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I, ’
voluntarily consent to participate in a research projec
titled "Parental Role Changes during the Empty-Nest"
investigating the parental role changes and the parent-adult
child relationship. I understand the purpose of this study
is to learn more about middle adulthood and the transitions
that are experienced during this period of the family life
cycle.

I understand that I will complete a Parent
Questionnaire that will take approximately 15 minutes. I
will also be asked a series of open-ended questions by the
researcher that will take approximately 25 minutes. I
understand that I may answer the questions as completely as
I feel comfortable, or not at all. .I understand that my
privacy will be protected and that all information I give
will be confidential. My name will not appear on any
document.

I understand that I may withdraw from this study
without any consequences to myself.

I may contact Jody Wilkinson, the project investigator,
at (405) 624-2737, or Dr. Joseph A. Weber, faculty advisor,
at (405) 744-5061, should I wish further information about .
the research. I may also contact Terry Maciula, University
Research Services, 001 Life Sciences East, Oklahoma State
University, Stillwater, OK 74078, (405) 744-5700, concerning
my legal rights as a research subject.

I have read and fully understand the consent form. T
sign it freely and voluntarily.” A copy has been given to
me.

Signature Date
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EMPTY-NEST SURVEY
Gender: Male Female

Birthdate: / /

Family Income (circle one)
a. less than $9,999

b. .$10,000-19,999

c. $20,000-29,999

d. $30,000-39,999

e. $40,000-49,999

f. $50,000-59,999

g. dgreater than $60,000

Level of Education (circle one)
a. 1 - 11 years

b. 12 years

c. 13 - 15 years

d. 16 years

e. 17 or more years

Occupation:

Number of Children:

Are you retired? Yes ' No

79

List the present age and length of time (in months) the

last child has been out of the parental home.

Age: o Length of Time:

All information given 'is held confidential.

There will

be no identifying names or numbers to identify subjects

.with their forms.
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9. As a parent, you assumed several different parenting
roles when your children were growing up. Listed below are
some roles or tasks you might have taken on. For each
statement, circle the number that best describes you as a
parent when your children were growing up.

1=Almost 2=0nce in 3=Sometimes 4=Frequently 5=Almost

Never a While Always
Statements ' When Children Lived at Home
a) provide’direction and guidance 1 2 3 4 5
b) discipline child S | 1 2 3 4 5
c) assist child financially . o1 2 3 4 5
d) instill values | . f 1 2 3 4 5.
e) teach‘respect for authofity 1 2’ 3 4 5
f) give emotional support 1 2 3 4 5
g) set rules for child to foilow 1 “ 2 3 4 5’
h) provide necessities-food, shelter 1 2 3 4 5
i) teach value of méney 1 2 3 4 5
j) show affection-hugs, kisses 1 2 3 4 5
k) teach living skillsfcboking,

cleaning, laundry ’ ‘ 1 2 3 4 5
1) make decisions for child' . ’ 1 2 3 4 5
m) encourage child’s independence 1 | 2 3 4 5
n) talk openly with child Y 1 2 3 4 5
o) punish child 1 2 3 4 5
p) provide‘religidus education 1 le -3 »k 4 5
q) promdte self-esteem 1 2 | 3 4 5
r) teach child responsibility - 1 2 3 4 5
s) help educate childhﬁ v i 2 3 4 5

t) love your child 1 2 3 -4 5
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10. Now that your last child has left the parental home,
the roles you assumed as a parent might have changed. For
each statement, circle the number that best describes you as
a parent now that your last child has moved out.

1=Almost 2=0Once in 3=Sometimes 4=Frequently 5=Almost

Never a While Always
Statements Now that Child moved out
a) provide direction and guidance 1 2 3 4 5
b) discipline child 1 2 3 4 5
c) assist child financially 1 2 3 4 5
d) instill values , 1 2 3 4 5
e) teach respect for authority 1 2 >3 4 5
f) give emotional support 1 2 3 4 5
g) set rules for child to follow 1 2 3 4 5
h) provide necessities-food, shelter 1 2 3 4 5
i) teach value of money 1 2 3 4 5
j) show affection-hugs, kisses 1 2 3 4 5
k) teach living skills-cooking,

cleaning, laundry 1 2 3 4 5
1) make decisions for child 1 2 3 4 5
m) encourage child’s indepeﬁdence 1 2 3 4 5
n) talk openly with child 1 2 3 4 5
o) punish child ' 1 2 3 4 5
p) provide religious education 1 2 3 4 5
q) promote self-esteem 1 2 3 4 5
r) teach child responsibility 1 2 3 4 5
s) help educate child 1 2 3 4 5

t) love your child 1 2 3 4 5
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The (ENS) Parent Interview Schedule

How has the parental role changed now that your last child
has left the home? What are some things you used to do, as
a parent, that you no longer do? What are some things you
do now, as a parent, that you did not do before?

In what ways has your life changed now that your last child
has left the home?
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How has the relationship with your children changed now that
they have moved out of your home?

Now that your last child has left the home, would you
describe him/her any differently from when he/she was living
at home? If so, how?
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how would you rate the transition, in which, you have
children living at home versus no children living at home?

Very difficult

Somewhat difficult
Neither difficult nor easy
Somewhat easy

Very easy

O WN P
[ T R O

Why did you choose the answer you did?

Is there anything else you would like to add about the
parental role or the relationship with your children now
that they have moved out of your home?
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