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ABSTRACT 

This thesis encompasses a study of the empty-nest stage of life. For 

the purposes of this study, the above-mentioned stage was defined as 

that period in the family when the youngest child matriculates. 

Thirty-five empty-nest couples were interviewed during 1984, in the 

city of Port Elizabeth, South Africa. The mean age of the subjects 

was 49.5, and the standard deviation was 4.9. 

The couples were asked about their attitudes towards the empty-nest, 

using a structured questionnaire, the Family Attitude Survey (FAS). 

This survey consisted of nine-point attitude statements, which fo­

cused on theoretical issues pertinent to this stage, viz. children 

are on-time or off-time with regard to major life events, impact of 

children leaving home on the parents, degree of parental involvement 

with children, parent-child relationships, ageing, sexuality, meno­

pause, work-career, and attitudes towards the past, future and death. 

The general purpose of the present study was to determine the extent 

to which the empty-nest stage of life constitutes a negative crisis 

period, or a positive period of stability and growth for the empty­

nest parents. 

Overall, it was concluded that the empirical evidence depicting the 

empty- nest stage of life as a positive period of stability and 

growth rather than a negative crisis period, is persuasive for some 
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of the empty-nest parents in the 

empirical findings regarding certain 

present 

of the 

study, in view of the 

above-mentioned theo-

retical issues examined in the present thesis. Notwithstanding 

this, it was deemed essential to qualify the above conclusion, given 

the fact that the same and other respondents experienced difficulty 

with the following issues, viz. children being off-time with regard 

to major life events, the departure of children from the home, over­

involvement with children, problematic relationships with them, per­

ceptions of themselves as failures as parents, inability to accept 

their own ageing, problems with changing sexuality, diminishing 

enjoyment in their occupations, and lack of prospects for future 

career advancement, negative preoccupation with the past and future, 

anxiety about death, and an impoverished marital relationship. It 

was also demonstrated empirically that wives experience particular 

psychological problems at this time, viz., firstly, they are more 

adversely affected by their children's departure from the home than 

their husbands, secondly, they undergo a rehearsal for widowhood 

more frequently than them, and thirdly, a minority of them are 

unable to come to terms with the menopause. 

Finally, the finding that the majority of wives experienced relief 

with the onset of the menopause when viewed from the perspectives of 

general emotional impact, children, and the spousal relationship, 

conflicts with existing theories in this area. However, it is 

supported by and large by the majority of empirical studies. 
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PREFACE 

The great unmet challenge to gerontology lies in ••• ~'iddle Age. 
Many texts delineate middle age as those years between 30-60, but 
demographers prefer the years 45-64, since retirement at 65 is a 
good index for the end of middle age, as age 65 signifies entrance 
into old age . Textbooks in the field of gerontology concentrate on 
old age and its problems, but the basis of most problems probably 
originate during the middle years, or even before . It is due to 
this lack of academic interest that the middle years, 45-64 are the 
least understood phase of the life cycle (Vedder, 1965, pix). 

We cannot live the afternoon of life according to the program of 
life's morning, for what was great in the morning will be little at 
evening, and what in the morning was true, will at evening have 
become a lie. I have given psychological treatment to too many 
people of advancing years, and have looked too often into the secret 
chambers of their souls, not to be moved by this fundamental truth •• 
Carl Gustav Jung, (1933 cited in Chew, 1976, p.55). 



Introduction 

1 

CHAPTER ONE 

THE EMPTY NEST 

The challenges, crises and emotional issues confronting parents at 

the empty-nest stage of life, can be successfully dealt with, if 

heed is taken of some sound advice reflected in a quotation provided 

by Jung (1933 cited in Chew, 1976, p.55) (see preface), who states, 

"We cannot live the afternoon of life according to the program of 

life's morning, for what was great in the morning will be little at 

evening, and what in the morning was true, will at evening have be­

come a lie." 

In this chapter, the origins of the term empty nest stage are out­

lined. The first reference to this stage was made in 1937. It 

was described in negative terms. It is also shown how demographic 

changes have contributed to this stage. Finally, a number of theo­

retical issues vis-a-vis this stage are discussed. These are the 

following: the impact of children leaving home on the middle-aged 

spouses and parents, the extent of over-involvement of some empty­

nest parents with their children, the differential impact of the 

attainment of adulthood by children and their departure from the 

home on mothers and fathers, the nature of the relationship between 

empty-nest parents and their children, the nature of the sexual 

relationship between empty-nest spouses, the psychological signifi­

cance that the middle-aged woman attributes to the menopause, the 
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presence or absence of depression as a clinical entity at the meno­

pause, the impact of the menopause on a woman's sexual functioning, 

the marital relationship and it's hypothesized relationship with the 

menopause, the question whether women are adversely affected by the 

fact that they are no longer capable of childbearing at the meno­

pause, the effect of ageing on middle-aged adults, the middle-aged 

individual's confrontation with mortality, the middle-aged respon­

dent's changing time perspective, the impact of off-time events on 

middle-aged parents, i.e. when events and issues such as the empty 

nest, occupational adjustment, marriage of children, and grandpa­

renthood occur at unexpected times during the life cycle, i.e. too 

early or too late, the middle-aged subject's perception of the past 

and future, and finally, the impact of jobs or careers on middle­

aged respondents. 

1 .1 Ori gi n of the term empty nest 

In this section, the origins of term empty nest are traced. Men­

tion is also made of the fact that the empty nest stage has fre­

quently been conceptualized in negative terms. 

Although there was a virtual absence of research about the post­

parental phase of the family cycle before the mid-1950's (Deutscher, 

1964), already in 1937, a reference was made to this phase. It was 

provided by McIver (1937) who called this period "the empty nest 

stage" (cited in McCullough, 1980, p.174). Thus this period has 

often been viewed in terms of loss, when the middle-aged parents, 

after focusing their lives around their children, now are alone and 

therefore find 1 ife dismal and empty (Duvall, 1971) . 
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1.1.1 Demographi c changes 

Various demographic changes have contributed to the origin of the 

empty-nest stage, viz. parents are having fewer children and spacing 

them earlier in their marriage, and this gives them an early release 

from childbearing and rearing. The period of active parenthood has 

become shorter because children are leaving home at a younger age. 

Medical progress has improved the life expectancy of husbands and 

wives. So nowadays most spouses can expect an interval between the 

active years of child-rearing and the ageing years when retirement, 

decreased physical energy, reduced social life, and finally, the 

death of the first spouse and then the other one must be anticipated 

(Neugarten,1970; Duvall, 1971). 

The average life expectancy at the turn of the century was approxi­

mately 45 years of age. By 1970, life expectancy had increased to 

approximately 71 years of age in the United States (Glick, 1977). 

Comparative life expectancy figures for White South African males 

for the period 1979-1981 was 66,59 years, while for females, it was 

74,24 years. (Central Statistical Services, Pretoria, 1986). Accor­

ding to Glick, at the time the last child was married, women in 1900 

were 55.4 years of age. By 1970, the average age had declined to 

52.3 years of age. The median age of the death of the spouse is 

65.2. With increased longevity, the average couple in 1970 could 

expect to live alone without their children for approximately 13 

years after the last child left home permanently. The increased 

length of the so-called post-parental period is one of the most 

dramatic changes to have occurred in the life cycle pattern in this 

century . 
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1.1.2 Marital relationship 

The impact of children leaving 

i.e. whether this event has 

home on the marital relationship, 

a positive or negative effect on the 

latter, has been examined and described by theorists and researchers 

alike. This is discussed in this section. Also, the degree of 

marital sat · sfaction experienced by spouses at the middle-age stage 

of life, is examined and described. 

Fried and Stern (1948), in their study of the middle-aged in the 

family, observed a pattern of decline in adjustment in middle-age 

marriages. In most cases they found where the spouses had few 

common interests at marriage, they have grown further apart with 

advancing age. In these cases they say further that the departure 

of children from the parental home increases the isolation of the 

parents because their chief common interest, the rearing of chil­

dren, no longer exists and the parents now have more time for re­

flection on their marital relationship. 

Cavan (1958) states that husbands and wives who have failed to make 

a good marital adjustment and have turned to their children for the 

love and encouragement that normally comes from the spouse, also 

face difficult adjustment with the independence of the children. 

Bossard and Boll (1955) and Gurin, Veroff and Feld 

ted that marital satisfaction over the marital 

linear decline over the first 10 years of marriage 

(1960) demonstra­

career showed a 

for husbands or 

wives or both, variously locating the lowest level of satisfaction 
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at the stage of the family life cycle associated with the empty nest . 

Blood and Wolfe (1960) found that brides were only moderately satis­

fied with their marriage in the middle years, while uncomplaining 

acceptance characterized an increasingly large minority of those 

married more than twenty years. 

They found that after twenty years of marriage only 6 percent of 

wives were still very satisfied, while 21 percent were notably dis-

sati sfied. These figures suggest that a majority of wives become 

significantly less satisfied in later marriage than they were at the 

s ta rt . 

Satisfaction with the husband's companionship declines to its lowest 

ebb in families who still have children living at home (these are 

technically called un1aunched families). To some extent, this is a 

consequence of long-term trends : familiarization with one another 

sometimes to the point of boredom, diminishing energy with the pas­

sing years, and acceptance of frustrated mobility aspirations which 

means that the wife is no longer a partner in helping the husband 

get ahead. 

Axelson (1960) divided his subjects into two categories - those who 

still had one or more ,single children under eighteen years of age 

remaining at home and those respondents who had no single children 

under eighteen years of age remain i ng at home. Those individuals 

with single children under eighteen years of age remaining at home 

were called the quasi-postparenta1 group, and the parents with no 
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single children under eighteen remaining at home were referred to as 

the true postparental group. 

The mothers and fathers in the study were asked to indicate their 

current degree of satisfaction with their marital relationship. 

Differences in the satisfaction between the two postparental groups 

for both men and women were statistically nonsignificant. 

The second aspect of this inquiry attempted to discover longitudinal 

differences in the area of relationship to spouse. This was achieved 

by asking the subjects to recall the time when their child was of 

hi gh school age and to note if changes had occurred . 

Women in both stages of the postparental period indicated important 

increases in satisfaction with their marital adjustment. 

When viewing their lives in retrospect, the fathers indicated that a 

significant positive change in the area of marital adjustment had 

occurred since the child was in high school. 

Pineo (1961) refined the initial findings of a gradual decrease in 

"happiness" in his analysis of the 20-year follow-up of the longi­

tudinal study begun by Burgess and Wallin (1953 cited in Pineo, 

1951, p.46). These couples were studied first during engagement, 

again after four or five years of marriage, and a third time after 

twenty years of marriage. His data indicated that there was a 

general decline in marital satisfaction and adjustment, which he 
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conceptualized as a process of disenchantment. He delineated 

satisfaction as a general 

permanence, etc. The 

areas: companionship, 

term including such phenomena as love, 

greatest decline was noted in the following 

demonstrations of affection, common inte-

rests, consensus, belief in the permanence of the union and marital 

adjustment scores. 

Since the personal adjustment of the individual husbands and wives 

was not related to their marital maladjustment, he concluded that 

what was happening was a progressive loss of fit between them as 

partners. When they got married since American marriage is by 

personal choice - they had been particularly well-matched. As each 

partner changed and developed over the years however, they may not 

have developed in the same way or in the same direction. After 20 

years, their matching would be no better than if they had been 

joined by chance. 

Deutscher (1964) defined postparental couple as a husband and wife 

who were both alive and living together, both between the ages of 40 

and 65, and having had from one to four children all of whom had 

been launched. 

The respondents who gave a positive assessment of the postparental 

period spoke of improved relationships with each other . However, 

there were some couples in the study, who had remained married "for 

the sake of the children" or some other such rationale for as long 

as 25 years. 
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Cuber and Harroff (1965), in a study of 437 upper middle-class Ame­

ricans between the ages of thirty-five and fifty, found widespread 

disillusionment and cynicism among his respondents. Many continue 

in marriage relationships which are described as "conflict - habitu­

ated," "devitalized," or "passive - congenital." Husbands tend to 

describe such arrangements as workable or convenient whi1~ some 

wives tend to be more vocal in describing these patterns as a disap­

pointing and deadening mode of existence. 

Lidz (1968) states that the middle years can present a severe test 

to a marriage with the children no longer a major focus of atten­

tion, the spouses are on their own again, largely dependent upon one 

another to keep their marriage alive and their lives meaningful 

after a lapse of twenty or thirty years. The children no longer 

provide diversion or activity, or serve as scapegoats for the con­

flict between the spouses. The couple have more time together, 

which can prove to be a burden. 

these years together. 

Boredom comes easily after all 

Burr (1970) and Rollins and Feldman (1970) found that marital satis­

faction starts out relatively high among newly married couples and 

declines through the preschool stage. It remains at this level to 

the launching stage. At the launched stage it increases and con-

tinues to increase through the retired stage. 

Lowenthal and Chiriboga (1972) focused on the thesis that the depar­

ture or impending departure of children may activate latent problems 

between spouses. They found that men spoke positively of their wives 
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in the ratio of two to one, whereas women were twice as likely to 

describe their husbands in negative terms as to give positive evalu­

ations. 

Le Shan (1973) states that merely ridding the house of the children 

does not always bring the magic back into a marriage. She sees this 

event as a challenge to the marriage: When the children leave, mar­

riage faces a moment of truth, is there strength enough to sustain 

it without the excuse of parenthood? (cited in Kerckhoff, 1976, p.8). 

Neugarten and Datan (1974) found that both men and women perceived a 

difference in the marriage relationship that occurs after the depar­

ture of children, some describing it in positive, others in negative 

terms, but all realizing a new marital adjustment to be made. 

Lurie (1974) states that empty-nest men and women were most likely 

to say that negative changes have occurred in their marriages. 

Masters and Johnson (1974) comment upon the emotional poverty of 

middle-age marriage relationships which "diminishes the qual ity of 

life itself." 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) asked their 

middle-aged subjects to envisage changes in their marriage after the 

children had left home. Middle-aged women were much less optimistic 

about the future than the middle-aged men. They were mainly pessi­

mistic, with neutral or ambivalent expectations greatly outnumbering 

positive ones, unlike the middle-aged men who tended to give neutral 
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responses as often as positive ones. 

Glenn (1975) found that a higher percentage of postparenta1 women 

stated that they had "very happy" marriages than parental women in 

the 40-49 age range. He noted this same trend in the 50-59 age 

range. The direction of differences was the same for males as for 

females, but the magnitude was substantially smaller for ages 40-49 

and 50-59 respectively. 

Thurnher (1976) found that coup1 es -frequently express the desi re 

that their marriages will improve and that they will develop greater 

intimacy and companionship after the children leave. 

Pincus and Dare (1977) write that there are couples whose only in­

vestment in their marriage has been their children and who feel they 

have nothing else in common without their children, the marriage has 

become flat, the couple frustrate each other, and their sagging 

vitality is likely to affect all other areas of their lives. Con­

flicts which were hidden while the children were at home may now 

become unmanageable or lead to illness. 

The following conclusions can be drawn from the above-mentioned 

theories and empirical studies: firstly, there appears to be a 

deterioration in some middle-age marriage relationships, which fol­

lows after the departure of children from the home (see Fried & 

Stern, 1948; Cavan 1958; Bossard & Boll, 1955; Gurin, Veroff & 

Fe1d, 1960; Deutscher, 1964; Lidz, 1968; Le Shan, 1973; Neugar­

ten & Datan, 1974; Lurie, 1974; Pincus & Dare, 1977). The general 
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theme evident in these theories and studies, is that the spouses in 

the above-mentioned marital relationships often have nothing else in 

common other than the rearing of their children, and once their 

children leave home, conflicts which were hidden while they were 

still at home, may now become unmanageable or lead to illness. In 

these cases, they have used their children as substitutes for the 

gratifications that normally comes from their partners. 

Secondly, a number of researchers have associated the lowest levels 

of marital satisfaction with two stages of the family 1 ife cycle, 

viz. the unlaunched stage and the empty-nest stage (see Bossard & 

Boll, 1955; Gurin, Veroff & Feld, 1960; Blood & Wolfe, 1960; 

Burr, 1970; Rollins & Feldman, 1970). Thirdly, a number of studies 

have shown that wives are more critical of their husbands and less 

satisfied with their marriages than vice-versa, when faced with the 

departure of their children from the home (see Blood & Wolfe, 1960; 

Cuber & Harroff, 1965; Lowenthal & Chiriboga, 1972; Lowenthal, 

Thurnher, Chiriboga & Associates, 1975). Fourthly, a number of 

studies have indicated that the departure of children from the home 

has a positive effect on the degree of marital satisfaction experi­

enced by the parents (see Axelson, 1960; Deutscher, 1964; Le Shan, 

1973; Neugarten & Datan, 1974; Glenn, 1975 & Thurnher, 1976). 

Finally, two researchers have described the negative aspects of the 

middle-age marital relationship, using terms such as "conflict 

habituated," "devitalized" and "passive - congenital" (see Cuber & 

Harroff, 1965). Two researchers have also commented on the emo­

tional poverty of middle-age marriage relationships (see Pineo, 

1961; Masters & Johnson, 1974). 
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1.1.3 The empty nest as turning point, frustration or satisfaction 

The impact of children leaving home on middle-aged parents has been 

examined and described by researchers and theorists alike. The 

primary focus of attention in this section, is on the extent to 

which this event constitutes a positive or negative experience for 

the pa rents. 

In Deutscher's (1964) study, some subjects showed an inability to 

fill the gap - the empty place in the family which arose as a con­

sequence of the departure of their children. There were both men 

and women in his sample who described the best time of life as that 

period when the children were teenagers or even younger. 

The Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry (1973) advance that 

probably the deepest strains on the parents of middle age are psy­

chological. When a child leaves home to further his education, to 

serve in the Armed Forces, to assume a job in a distant place, or to 

get married it is a loss that leaves a definite empty place in the 

family circle. This separation is in a more final, less reversible 

way, and it rekindles the conflicts that so many parents experience 

about relinquishing their authority and control. Once more they have 

to "spiral around" and work out past confl icts and hopes. But now 

they have to do it knowing that the children are no longer in the 

home and there is little chance to correct mistakes of the past. 

Anderson et al. (1977 cited in McCullough, 1980, p.176) focused on 

100 normal fami 1 ies through sel f-reports. One of the questions 
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tapped parent's anticipated reactions when their children, now in 

adolescence would eventually leave home. They discovered that "al­

though 33% expected a loss of a sense of family, 51 % expected new 

challenges and 21% even anticipated a sense of relief at having 

finished this stage. For the last two groups, "the often cited 

empty nest syndrome did not appear to pose major problems". 

In the Lowenthal and Chiriboga (1972) study, the present period, 

i.e. the period just prior to the respondent's last child graduating 

from high school, included the lowest points in the life charts for 

only five middle-aged parents (three women and two men). For none 

of them did the reasons for these low ratings have anything to do 

with the impending departure of the youngest child from home. 

As they reviewed their lives, these parents were also asked, to 

describe periods of major changes or turning points. 

For very few was the present (for most, a few months before the 

youngest child was to leave high school) singled out as a turning 

point. The exceptions were three of the five persons described 

earlier for whom the present period included the lowest point on 

their life chart for reasons quite unconnected to the empty nest. 

Notwithstanding the fact that the majority of mothers had children 

who had already left home, only one spoke of such an event as a 

turning point . 

Also, no man or woman cited the past or impending departure of a 

child as frustrating. 
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Furthermore, with the exception of one subject, neither men nor wo-

men singled out the impending departure of the youngest child as a 

current problem. 

While some of the above studies and theories suggest that the depar-

ture of children from the home constitutes a loss for the middle-

aged parents (see Deutscher, 1964; Group for the Advancement of 

Psychiatry, 1973; Anderson et al. (1977 cited in McCullough, 1980, 

p.176), another study suggests that this event is not viewed as a 

turning point, frustration or a current problem by the parents (see 

Lowenthal & Chiriboga, 1972). In fact, some parents express relief 

that this event has taken place and even welcome the new challenges 

that it poses (see Anderson ~., (1977 cited in McCullough, 1980, 

p.176) • 

1.1.4 The cl inging parent 

Children? But children can't be a centre of life and a 
reason for being. They can be a thousand things that 
are delightful, interesting; satisfying, but they can't 
be a well spring to live from (Lessing, 1963 cited in 
Somerville, 1972, p.492). 

In this section, a theoretical examination is made of the degree of 

over-involvement of some empty-nest parents with their children. 

Over-involved mothers are unable to relinquish their motherhood role 

when their children reach adulthood. This has adverse psychologi-

cal effects for them. 
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Curlee (1969) found that for 21 of the women in her study, the ad­

vent of excessive drinking appeared to be related to difficulties 

connected wi th the "empty nest syndrome". For each of these women, 

the "trauma" which caused their alcoholism was in some way related 

to a change in, or a threat to their role as mothers. 

They all clearly were overly reliant on their children for their 

identity and their sense of value or purpose. Their lives revolved 

around their families even more than was usual for their social 

group, and a challenge to their role as "Sally's mother" apparently 

caused stress which they tried to meet with alcohol. 

In each of these 21 instances the adjustment which the woman had 

made to life was mainly defined in terms of her role as mother, and 

a threat to this role was catastrophic. 

The above findings show that an "identity crisis" is not something 

which one undergoes in adolescence and then has solved for all time. 

It can happen at many stages of life and, for women, may often be 

connected with their children's leaving home. These women, appeared 

to have formed an identity which was adequate as long as the exter­

nal reference point, i.e. their children remained relatively intact. 

But when this external reference point was in some way disturbed, 

their identity was not strong enough to survive. None of the women 

in this group seemed clearly defined as a person in her own right. 

None appeared to have ever thought of themselves except in relation 

to their children. The question, "Who am I?" is difficult at age 

15; it is painful at age 50. 
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Bart (1971) found maternal role loss to be a significant factor in 

causing depression among hospitalized middle-aged women. Those with 

overprotective or overinvolved relationships to their children were 

especially prone to depression with Jewish women being the most pro­

bable candidates. When they were asked what they were most proud 

of, none mentioned any achievement of their own - rather they were 

proud of their children. 

Oliver (1977) states that the post-mothering conflict related to 

depression, is generally experienced not primarily as a loss of per­

sons, but as a loss of control - a discontinuation of a defining and 

"natural" role which the over-involved mother is unable to give up. 

She may, in fact, experience her over-involvement as normal mothe­

ring, a continuation of a previously acceptable mode of behaviour. 

Fathers also are sometimes reluctant to relinquish the role of pro­

tector and adult model to their children (Cavan, 1958). The increa­

sing involvement of men with their children is very evident at the 

empty nest stage of life (Grunebaum, 1979). He believes that for 

. many men, the empty nest may present more of a loss than for their 

wives, who may well find the departure of the children not an unwel­

come opportunity to turn to something new. 

Some parents continue to direct, supervise and make decisions for 

adolescent and older sons and daughters. They also rely heavily on 

their grown children for emotional satisfaction. For some of them 

there is an excessive wish to protect their children. They are 

usually unhappy with their mates or their immediate environment. 
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Parents aged 50 to 64 have not yet weaned themselves from their 

children. This role often becomes accentuated and is overplayed as 

son or daughter disobeys the parental instructions or openly rebels. 

Parents who play an outdated parental role underestimate the abili­

ties of their children to fend for themselves and therefore are fil­

led with fears and insecurities. They also see their only path for 

ego-satisfaction and status closing before them. Thus, the depar­

ture of a child for college or the marriage of a son or daughter is 

viewed as a bereavement, with parents mourning for the loss of the 

child's dependency as they might mourn over the physical death of a 

child (Burgess & Locke, 1945; Fried & Stern, 1948; Cavan, 1958). 

Nonpatient respondents displayed a lower ranking of concern about 

children than patient respondents in the later years, i.e. (44-50 

and 51-60), in the Stein, Holzman, Karasu and Charles (197~) study. 

This suggests a loosening of ties to children. Implicit in Erick­

son's idea of generativity is the ability of the adult to allow 

separation and individuation of his or her children. Their patient 

group did not experience this trend in their later years, which sug­

gests that the ability of the patients to allow their children to 

separate was impaired. 

The above studies and theories indicate the following: Firstly, 

these parents' ability to allow their children to separate is im­

paired (see Burgess & Locke, 1945; Fried & Stern, 1948; Oliver, 

1977; Stein, Holzman, Karasu & Charles, 1978). Secondly, they 

view their children's departure from the home as a loss and experi­

ence depression as a result (see Cavan, 1958; Oliver, 1977). Thirdly, 
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mothers who have overprotective and overinvolved relationships with 

their children and rely on them for their identity and sense of 

worth and purpose, may be prone to depression and even alcoholism at 

the time their children depart from the home (see Curlee, 1969; 

Bart,1971). Finally, there appears to be an increasing involvement 

of men with their children at the empty nest stage of life (see Gru-

nebaum, 1979). 

1 .1.5 Probl ems of empty nest women 

They call me Grace 
Yesterday I went to the grocery store 
I had filled up the cart 
and was half way through the check 
stand before I realized I had shopped 
for the whole family 
The last child left two years ago. 
I don't know what got into me. 

I was too embarrassed to take things 
back so I spent the week cooking 
casseroles. I feel 1 ike one of those 
eternal motion machines designed for 
an obsolete task that just keeps on 
running. 

From Voices 
A play by Susan Griffin (cited in Bart & 
Grossman, 1978, p.337). 

In this section, the differential impact of the attainment of adult-

hood by children and their departure from the home on mothers and 

fathers, is examined from a number of different theoretical perspec-

ti ve s • 
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The attainment of adulthood by children and their departure from the 

home, appears to have a more adverse impact on mothers than fathers . 

Cavan (1958) states that when children withdraw from the family, the 

father is less affected than the mother . Proud though he may be of 

his children, he is not so dependent upon them for status as is 

their mother . 

Lidz (1968) states that the termination of the children's dependen­

cy, which has been seen as one of the significant indications of the 

onset of middle age in the parents, influences a mother more than a 

father. The maternal functions, which have constituted her central 

interest and molded her activity for two or more decades, come to an 

end . Concerns for her children may remain a dominant interest, but 

they are in the form of thoughts and feelings and no longer take up 

much of her time and effort . She feels that her major life function 

has been completed. Though she may be pleased and even rel i eved at 

the release from so much work and responsibility, she usually also 

has regrets and feels an emptiness in her life. 

Marmor (1968) writes that in middle age, the functional role of a 

woman as a mother assumes less importance, with children becoming 

less attentive. Consequently, many middle-aged women are apt to 

feel as though they are being discarded and retired to a cultural 

ash heap, while men are still able to feel relatively needed and 

involved in the outside world . 

Duv all (1971) states that some of the developmental tasks of the 

middle years are particularly difficult for the middle- aged woman, 
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partly because she does not relish them. It is an unusual woman 

who really enjoys relinquishing her active role as mother, to see 

her children whom she loved and cared for for twenty years, pack 

their suitcases and leave home. A woman's children represent for 

her more than they do for her husband, not only her emotional in­

vestment of adulthood until now, but also the main reason for her 

existence. Throughout her life as a wife and mother, her children 

have been her job. Now when they leave, she feels that they take 

with them her very reason for being. Unless, she has prepared 

herself through the years beyond her children, helping them become 

independent adults is apt to be a highly unpleasant and difficult 

job for her. 

The Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry (1973) advance that 

women are more seriously affected by loss of the children from the 

home than men because the day-to-day care of their children has been 

an important part of their lives and therefore their emotional in-

vestment is heavier. Often the children are leaving home at about 

the same time the mother has to deal with the physical and emotional 

stresses of the menopause . 

Troll (1975) states that the ending of direct child-rearing with the 

departure of the last child from the home (the empty nest) has more 

important consequences for the wife than for the husband. 

In conclusion, the above theorists (see Cavan, 1958; Lidz, 1968; 

Marmor, 1968; Duvall, 1971; Group for the Advancement of Psychia­

try, 1973; Troll, 1975) point out that the advent of children lea-
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ving home has a more detrimental influence on mothers than fathers 

because their emotional investment in the rearing of their children 

has been greater. For mothers unlike fathers, children sometimes 

represent their main reason for her existence until now. 

1.1.6 Parent-child relationships 

The nature of the relationship between empty-nest parents and their 

teenage children has been examined and described by researchers and 

theorists alike. This is discussed in this section. A second 

focus is on the theories and studies concerning the extent of the 

confl i ct between these pa rents and their children. In addition, 

role at the the manner in which 

empty-nest stage 

parents 

of life, 

percei ve thei r 

is de sc ri bed . 

parental 

Finally, a study is made 

of the perceptions that these parents have about their children. 

Gurin, Veroff and Feld (1960) found that more parents between forty­

five and fifty-four report satisfying relationships with their chil­

dren than at any other age group. 

Peterson (1968) and Vincent (1972) focused on the intergenerational 

conflict between middle-aged parents and their adolescent children 

and young adult children about the values and attitudes of the lat­

ter. 

Lurie (1974) found that empty-nest men are likely to say that their 

relationships with their children in comparison with the past are 
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worse now. Women at this stage seldom report lack of change, they 

are equally likely to report things have gotten better or worse now. 

Empty-nest men are likely to expect no changes/or positive changes 

with their adolescent children, while empty-nest women anticipate 

positive changes. 

She also states that empty-nest parents experiencing their adoles­

cent children (who are going through a transitional stage) are most 

likely to say that being a parent is most difficult at the present 

time. They also report that the best time for being a parent was 

in the past. 

The fact that some parents find parenting difficult at this stage, 

is eloquently reflected by Vincent (1972), who describes the more 

psychological behavioural aspects of the uncomfortable position of 

what he calls the "caught generation". 

If you are between 35 and 55 years old, you may belong to 
the caught generation - caught in between the demands of 
youth and the expectations of the elderly. The respect 
you were taught to give your parents may have been denied 
you by your children .•. The threat of 'love withdrawal', 
used by your parents to keep you in line as a child, may 
now be used by your children to keep you in line as a 
parent. As a child, you were to be seen and not heard, 
now as a parent you may feel that you are to be neither 
seen or heard (p.143). 

Some postparental couples believe that they have been failures as 

parents. Deutscher (1964) writes that one problem of some of the 

respondents in his study was connected to the final recognition and 
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definition in retrospect of oneself as a "failure", in terms of the 

child-rearing process. These couples considered themselves failures 

because their hopes and ambitions for their children had not been 

real ized. 

It seems like life spaces itself. You look forward to 
finishing up one space, but then something else another 
space always pops up . Things hurt you a little deeper 
when you get older (Q: What kind of things?) Oh, if you 
have traits you can never tell about traits because 
they don't show up sometimes for three or four genera­
tions, and by that time grandpa is dead and gone and 
everyone has forgotten that he had those traits so it 
is a surprise when they show up in your children (Q : What 
do you mean by traits?) Maybe you've been religious and 
gone to church and sent the kids to Sunday School regu­
larly and, you know, put yourself out . Well, sometimes 
it ends up that the kids won't go near a church. They 
just say, "I had all the church I need." And Education 
well, you can't help but feel that they are foolish 
there. You have to know their personality. You can't 
make them over; you have to find out the hard way ••• 
(pause) ••• He had a voice l i ke Nelson Eddy. Just beauti­
ful. I tried to encourage him, but it didn't do any 
good. He would never do anything with it (p.5l). 

Thurnher, Spence and Lowenthal (1974) noted that about three-fourths 

of the middle-aged parents reported some conflict with the children. 

For the most part these conflicts could best be termed "mild" or 

"moderate" and only occasionally amounted to resentment or rejection 

of the child . The reasons for conflict included problems of tidi-

ness, lackadaisical attitudes toward studies, difficulties in com-

munication and troublesome personality traits . The presence of con-

flict did not detract from the positive descriptions and evaluations 

of children. 
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Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) observed that 

parental descriptions of children, including teenage youngsters, 

were predominantly benign . Only about one-tenth of the middle-aged 

men and women made strong negative comments. The remaining descrip­

tions can be most accurately described as "mixed indulgent" recog­

nising weaknesses or irritating idiosyncracies often viewed as tem­

porary but emphasizing the overall likeableness of the child . 

Notman (1979) advances that adolescent children may be sexually and 

aggressively provocative, challenging or disappointing. 

Thus there are conflicting findings regarding parent-child relation­

ships and the empty-nest stage of life, viz. while one study by Gu­

rin, Veroff and Feld (1960) found that more middle-aged parents ex­

perienced sati,fying relationships with their offspring than at any 

other age group, other studies by Peterson (1968), Vincent (1972) 

and Lurie (1974) noted a negative relationship prevalent between 

these parents and their children. Lurie also noted that these 

parents perceive their parental role negatively at the empty-nest 

stage of life. In addition, some empty-nest couples regard them­

selves as failures as parents when their expectations for their 

children have not been achieved (see Deutscher, 1964) . It can also 

be seen from the Thurnher, Spence and Lowenthal (1974) study that 

the majority of middle-aged parents experienced minimal conflict 

with their children and only very rarely extreme confl i ct. In addi­

tion, it can be noted from the Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chir i boga and 

Associates (1975) study that the majority of the middle-aged pa-

rent's descriptions of their teenage children 

or ambivalent and seldom extremely negative. 

were mainly positive 

Finally, Notman (1979) 
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comments on the negative behaviour displayed by some adolescent 

children. 

2 Sexual behaviour in middle age 

2.1 Sex in marriage: At 40 and beyond 

The importance attributed to sex in ageing marriages, is discussed 

in this section. The nature of the sexual problems encountered by 

older married couples, is also described. Finally, the importance 

that our culture attaches to sex in ageing marriages, is examined. 

A number of researchers have concluded that the sexual dimension of 

marriage becomes relatively unimportant to later life marital ad­

justment (Dentler 1960; Brayshaw, 1962; Feldman, 1964; Westley & 

Epstein, 1960; Pineo, 1968; Troll, 1970 cited in Cleveland, 1976, 

p.233). Such a conclusion is more a result of interpretation rather 

than fact . Sex is, or could be, an extremely important factor in 

later life marriages (Cleveland, 1976) . 

There are two main points to be made: (a) The conclusion that sex 

is unimportant in later marriage because many young people come to 

marriage counselors with problems of sexual adjustment and older 

people come with other presenting problems may be fallacious (Cleve­

land, 1976) . For example, Brayshaw (1962 cited in Cleveland, 1976, 

p. 233) reported evidence based on 25,000 cases seen by marriage 

counselors in England . For those married under 3 years, sex problems 

constituted 40% of the presenting complaints, with living conditions 

and ill health second and third. Fo r those marr ied over 18 years, 



26 

ill health was the main problem in 29% of the cases. But, in 2nd 

place was infidelity, in 3rd, incompatibility, followed by sex in 

4th place at 15%. Numbers 2, 3, and 4 are obviously sex related 

problems, and ill health, no.l, may have a strong interaction with 

sexual activity. Actually, in this English sample the older group 

may have presented a greater percentage of sexual problems than the 

young. Troll, (1970 cited in Cleveland, 1976, p.233) overview of 

research isolates three themes which seem to dominate interactions 

of aging couples, viz. decrease in passion, increase in convention­

ality, and concern with health. From this, conclusions are drawn 

that sex becomes relatively unimportant in aging marriages. This 

is a problem of cultural evaluation. Somehow "decrease in passion" 

(and possibly "increase in conventionality") leads to a lessening 

importance of sex. The conclusion is a reflection of our cultural 

evaluation of sexual interaction as unconvent ional behaviour, con­

trolled by passion, and the implication is that as sex becomes phys­

iologically and affectively less insistent, it is less valuable and 

therefore less important (Cleveland, 1976). 

In conclusion, Cleveland (1976) observes that there has been a ten­

dency by the following researchers (see Dentler, 1960; Brayshaw, 

1962; Feldman, 1964; Westley & Epstein, 1960; Pineo, 1968; Troll, 

1970) to underestimate the importance of sex in older marriages. 

Research also shows that older married couples may actually present 

with more sexual problems than young couples (see Brayshaw, 1962 

cited in Cleveland, 1976, p.233). Finally, it is shown that Dur 

culture underestimates the importance of sex in aging ma rriages 

(Troll, 1970 cited in Cleveland, 1976, p.233). 
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2.1.1 Human sexual response: the aging female and the aging male 

In this section, a number of theoretical issues about sexuality at 

middle age are discussed, viz. the mean frequencies of intercourse 

among middle-aged married men, the incidence of orgasm and frequency 

of sexual activity among middle-aged women, the extent of sexual ac­

tivity and sexual satisfaction among men and women at the postparen­

tal stage, the degree of current sexual interest among men and women 

in the following age brackets, viz. (46-50, 51-55, 51-60), attitudes 

of middle-aged men and women towards questions of sexual intimacy 

and optimal sexual adjustment, differences in attitudes between mid­

dle-aged men and women about retrospective changes in the quality of 

their sexual experiences, i.e. from the time they were newlywed 

until the present time, i .e. the ·empty-nest stage, differences be­

tween males and females at middle age, in the incidence of sexual 

dysfunction, and finally, the importance attributed to sex among 

patient and nonpatient respondents at ages 51-60. 

Although a number of small-scale studies have appeared recently, the 

data are inadequate concerning the sexual behaviour of middle-aged 

subjects. It would seem that sexual activity remains higher than 

earlier stereotypes would indicate and that sexual activity in mid­

dle age tends to be consistent with the individual's past behaviour, 

but at the same time there is a gradual decrease in most persons and 

the incidence of sexual inadequacy shows a sharp increase in males 

after age 50 (Christenson & Gagnon, (1965 cited in Neugarten & Da­

tan, 1974, p.599); Neugarten & Datan, 1974). 
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The Kinsey studies (Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, 1948; Kinsey, Pomeroy, 

Martin & Gebhard, 1953) show that the mean frequencies of inter-

course among married men continues to decline at a constant rate 

from the youngest to the oldest ages, with men at sixty having an 

average frequency of about once a week. Middle-aged married women 

have as high or higher incidence of orgasm in their forties and fif-

ties as they experience in their early twenties. Active incidences 

of married women reaching orgasm during ages forty-one to forty-five 

is 93%; and ages fifty-one to fifty-five it is 89%. Clinical evi-

dence appears to show that by middle age many women have overcome 

the repressions that limited their sex lives early in marriage, and 

with the advent of the menopause, with its removal of the fear of 

pregnancy, enjoy sex experience more in the middle years than ever 

before in the marriage (Neugarten & Datan, 1974). 

In this regard, Masters and Johnson (1966) concluded that: 

A significant increase in sexual activity marks the sex 
drive of the middle-aged woman. There is no time limit 
drawn by the advancing years of female sexuality (cited 
in Pfeiffer, Verwoerdt & Davis, 1972, p.87). 

Kinsey, Pomeroy and Martin (1953) stated: 

It must be emphasized that the decline in the incidence 
and frequency of marital coitus ••• do not provide any 
evidence that the female ages in her sexual capacity. 
It is (the male's) aging (and loss of capacity) rather 
than the female's loss of interest or capacity which is 
reflected in her decline (cited in Pfeiffer, Verwoerdt & 
Davis, 1972, p.87). 
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Masters and Johnson (1966 cited in Neugarten, 1968, p.275) report 

that after age 50, the incidence of sexual inadequacy increases dra­

matically in men. Impotence in middle-aged men seems to be caused 

largely by social and psychological factors. They listed six major 

factors in male impotence: 

1) monotony of a repetitious sexual relationship, 

2) concern with career or economic pursuits, 

3) mental or physical exhaustion, 

4) excessive consumption of food or drink, 

5) physical and mental infirmities of the individual 

or his spouse, and 

6) fear of performance resulting from one or a 

combination of other categories. 

Soddy (1967) writes that for men, the perception of decline in sex­

ual prowess is considered a serious crisis. 

Strickler (1975) states that a man often experiences a loss when he 

becomes concerned about the emotional issue of declining sexual 

potency. This is often related to adolescent-type conflicts about 

sexual identity. If he cannot successfully continue to repress 

these feelings, symptoms of depression and anxiety can emerge, as 

well as acting-out behaviour in order to prove his virility. The 

loss of potency can be generalized to many areas of his life. Dis­

turbances in sexual identity affect the individual's total sense of 

identity, so that a man needs to reevaluate who he is, a situation 

similar to the identity crisis of adolescence. In cases where the 

person has not established a clear sense of his masculine and 
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general adult identity, there is a higher degree of vulnerability to 

a sense of loss in these areas. A crisis can ensue when his various 

means of intrapsychic and interpersonal coping are no longer suffi­

cient to handle this threat. 

In contrast to the previously-mentioned findings, Lowenthal and 

Chiriboga (1972) present the responses of males who predominantly 

reported increased sexual activity and increased sexual satisfaction 

in the postparental stage. The females generally report a decline 

in sexual frequency and/or sexual satisfaction. 

In the Pfeiffer, Verwoerdt and Davis (1972) study, the subjects were 

261 white men and 251 white women aged 45 to 69. 

Only six percent of the men in the sample said they no longer had 

any sexual feel ings. On the other hand, strong current sexual in­

terest was indicated by 12 percent. There was a decline in current 

interest in each of the age brackets from 45 to 60 years of age, 

viz. (46-50, 51-55, 56-60). Only the age brackets of relevance to 

this thesis are discussed here. 

Among the women, a similar pattern of declining sexual interest was 

shown. However, the percentage of women indicating no sexual in­

terest was higher than that among men in all the age categories, the 

percentage indicating strong sexual interest was lower than that 

among men in all age categories. 

Overall, however, the data clearly indicate a pattern of decline in 
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sexual interest from the younger to the older age categories for 

both men and women. 

In the youngest age group, i.e. (46-50), 51 percent of the men re­

ported no decline in sexual activity or interest up to that time. 

But this percentage dwindled in a stepwise fashion for each succee­

ding age group. The sharpest drop in the proportion reporting no 

awareness of decline occurred between the group aged 46-50 and that 

aged 51-55. 

Among the women, a somewhat lower proportion reported no decline in 

sexual interest or activity. In the youngest age group this pro­

portion was 42 percent, declining again in a stepwise manner to 4 

percent in the oldest age group, i.e. (56-60). As with the men, the 

sharpest drop in the proportion reporting no awareness of decline 

occurred in the 46-50 and the 51-55 age groups. 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) focused on the 

changes in the quality of sexual experiences, i.e. (retrospective 

change from the time their subjects were newlywed until the present 

time, i.e. the empty nest stage. For the older groups, i.e. (middle­

aged men and women and pre-retired men and women), questions of 

sexual intimacy and optimal sexual adjustment had been supplanted by 

other existential concerns, and changes were no longer as consis­

tently positive. In general, middle-aged men tended to be more 

positive, the older men less positive, than women in these groups, 

who were roughly similar to each other. Middle-aged men were most 

likely to state that no change had occurred (almost one half), while 
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the men facing retirement tended to report a decline in satisfaction 

(one half) . 

Approximately one third of the older people reported increasing sex­

ual satisfaction. Men spoke of heightened "enjoyment" and "appre­

ciation" deriving from growing emotional involvement and compati­

bil ity. Women spoke of "better understanding of one another," of 

becoming more "honest and comfortable," and made expl icit references 

to early inhibitions. Accounts of negative change were considerably 

more varied. Here women tended to focus on change in attitudes and 

feelings, while men focused on decline in interest in and frequency 

of intercourse. Women blamed their husbands, explicitly or impli­

citly, for shortcomings in satisfactions: husbands were "not con­

siderate," or their "critical behaviour during the day made it 

difficult to feel affectionate at night." While some women regretted 

the absence of earlier passion and "excitement," "others occasional­

ly welcomed the decline in wifely duties: "I'm happy about it. I'm 

not a sexy person and never have been." 

Middle-aged men, the group most likely to perceive no change (or to 

deny change), tended to stress waning interest rather than declining 

potency when reporting negatively: "The thrill is gone I just don't 

look at girls the way I used to. You look at a woman just like a 

person." 

Stein, Holzman, Karasu and Charles (1978) found that nonpatients 

ranked sex at a low point at ages 51-60. There was an increase in 

the ranking of sex primarily among the neurotic group at ages 51-60 . 
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In addition to the lessening of the component of biological drive in 

mid - and late adulthood, they hypothesized that in the context of 

growing intimacy, with increasingly stable relationships, the impor­

tance of sex as an isolated activity diminishes. This is reflected 

in the nonpatients' lower rankings of importance of sex at higher 

ages. 

There is conflicting evidence concerning the sexual behaviour of 

middle-aged males and females. A number of studies show that the 

mean frequencies of intercourse among married men continues to de­

crease at a constant rate from the youngest to the oldest ages, 

while married women have as high or higher incidence of orgasm in 

middle adulthood than in young adulthood. In fact, there is a sig­

nificant increase in sexual activity among middle-aged women (see 

Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin, 1948; Kinsey, Pomeroy, Martin & Gebhard, 

1953; t1asters & Johnson, (1966 cited in Pfeiffer, Verwoerdt & Davis, 

1972, p.87); Kinsey, Pomeroy & Martin, (1953 cited in Pfeiffer, 

Verwoerdt & Davis, 1972, p.87). Notwithstanding these empirical 

findings, a number of self-report studies indicate the following 

opposite findings: Firstly, in the Lowenthal and Chiriboga (1972) 

study, males reported increased sexual activity and increased sexual 

satisfaction in the postparenta1 stage, while females indicated de­

creased sexual frequency and/or sexual satisfaction. Secondly, in 

the Pfeiffer, Verwoerdt and Davis (1972) study, the following fin­

dings were obtained, viz. firstly, there was a pattern of decline in 

sexual interest from the younger to the older age categories, i.e. 

(46-50, 51-55, 56-60) for both men and women. Secondly, more fe­

males than males stated they no longer had sexual feelings in the 
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age range 46-60, males expressed a stronger current sexual interest 

than females in the age range 46-60, and finally, females indicated 

a greater awareness of a decline in sexual activity or interest in 

the same age range. Thirdly, in the Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga 

and Associates' (1975) study, for the older groups, i.e. (middle­

aged men and women and pre-retired men and women), questions of 

sexual intimacy and optimal adjustment had been supplanted by other 

existential concerns, and changes were no longer as consistently 

positive. Also, in the same study, middle-aged men tended to be 

more positive about retrospective changes in the quality of their 

sexual experiences, i.e. from the time they were newlywed until the 

present time, i.e. the empty nest stage than middle-aged women. 

Approximately one third of the older people (empty-nest subjects, 

pre-retirees) reported increasing sexual satisfaction. 

It also appears that the incidence of sexual dysfunction is higher 

in males than females at middle age (Soddy, 1967; Masters & John­

son, (1966 cited in Neugarten, 1968, p.275); Strickler, 1975). 

Finally, it seems that sex diminishes in importance among nonpatient 

respondents at ages 51-60 (Stein, Holzman, Karasu & Charles, 1978). 
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3 The menopause 

3.1 Female attitudes to menopause 

The emphasis in this section, is on the psychological significance 

that the middle-aged woman accords to the menopause, i.e. whether 

she regards it as a positive or negative event. 

Neugarten and her associates (Neugarten, Wood, Kraines & Loomis, 

1963) sampled attitudes toward menopause from 100 women between the 

ages of 45 and 55. A variety of attitudes were discerned. Some 

women were scared, especially of having mental. breakdowns or of 

losing their sexual attractiveness. Some women seemed to be worried 

about the menopause but were actively defending against their anxi­

ety. They would repeat advice like: "If you keep busy, you won't 

think about it, and you'll be all right ••• ". A third group, espe­

cially at the upper middle-class level felt that menopause had no 

social or psychological importance for them • 

. Kraines and Wood (1965 cited in Neugarten & Datan, 1974, p.602) 

studied 100 working-class and middle-class women aged 43 to 53, all 

of them in good health, all with children of high school age and 

they obtained data on a large number of psychological and social 

variables, including both overt and covert measures of anxiety, life 

satisfaction and self-concept. It was found that these women negated 

the importance of the menopause, regarding it as unlikely to cause 

much anxiety or stress. Among the aspects disliked most about middle 

age, only one woman of the 100 mentioned menopause, and even after 
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much time was allocated to the topic on two different interview 

occasions, only one third could think of a way that a woman's physi-

calor emotional health was likely to be negatively affected . Many 

welcomed menopause as a relief from menstruation and fear of unwan-

ted pregnancies. A majority contended that any changes in health, 

sexuality, or emotional status during the climacteric period were a 

consequence of idiosnycratic factors or individual differences in 

general ability to endure stress. 

There are contradictory findings regarding women's attitudes towards 

the menopause, i.e . while some studies {see Neugarten, Wood, Kraines 

& Loomis, 1963; Kraines & Wood, (1965 cited in Neugarten & Datan, 

1974, p.602) suggest that women have negative and defensive at-

titudes about the menopause, other studies {see Neugarten, Wood, 

Kraines & Loomis, 1963; Kraines & Wood, (1965 cited in Neugarten & 

Datan, 1974, p.602) suggest that the menopause has no psychological 

significance for them. 

3.1 .1 Depression and the menopause 

In this section, the first focus is on the relative contribution of 

endocrine changes and psychosocial variables to depression at the 

menopause. In this section, the second focus is on 

sion exists as a clinical entity at the menopause. 

whether , de pres-

Winokur (1973) states that depression has been associated with the 

menopause but seems to be more clearly connected to psychosocial 

variables than to endocrine changes, although depression does con-

stitute an important cl inical syndrome . 
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Weisman and Klerman (1977) review the evidence for the relationship 

between depression and female endocrine status and state that the 

pattern of relationship of endocrine to clinical status is inconclu­

sive. They believe that there is good evidence statistically that 

the menopause does not increase rates of depression. 

The above studies (see Winokur, 1973; Weisman & Klerman, 1977) in­

dicate that psychosocial variables rather than endocrine changes are 

primarily responsible for depression at the menopause. 

3.1.2 Social-psychological 1 iterature on the menopause 

Mothers who are over-involved with their children often experience 

depression at the menopause. This occurs because they have devoted 

their entire lives to their children and then feel useless when they 

are gone, and also as the result of a loss of a personally and so­

cietally valued role and position (Notman, 1978; Bart & Grossman, 

1978) • 

Thus it appears that the hormonal events of menopause are not as 

important as the woman's interpretation of her role and the extent 

of her reliance on her children to fulfill that role. For overin­

volved women, menopause may merely indicate the finality of the end 

of motherhood and in that manner, may cause pervasive feelings of 

depression. Women who are already disorientated and depressed by 

the dissolution of a sal ient 1 ife role will be 1 ikely to find the 

decline in estrogen production an aggravation to their condition. 
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Here is an example of the interaction between a psychological con­

dit i on and a physiological change. The reduced production of es­

trogen which has been demonstrated to be linked with negative emo­

tions (Bardwick, 1971) together with a tendency toward depression as 

a consequence of loss of role meaning, leads to a more serious psy­

chological depression . 

In conclusion, it seems that endocrine changes such as decline in 

estrogen production (see Bardwick, 1971) interact with psychosocial 

variables like loss of maternal role (see Notman, 1978; Bart & 

Grossman, 1978) to cause depression among menopausal women. 

3.1.3 Sexual ity and the menopause 

In this section, the focus is on the impact of the menopause on a 

woman's sexual functioning. A variety of attitudes about the in­

fluence of the menopause on sexuality were revealed by the middle ­

aged women in the empirical studies below . The views of two theo­

rists about sexuality and the menopause are also given . 

Neugarten, Wood, Kraines and Loomis (1963) asked the women in their 

study who were aged between 43 and 53 about the manner in which the 

menopause influences their sexuality. Sixty- five percent contended 

that there was no effect and that any change in a woman's sexual 

life during the climacterium must be a consequence of her attitudes 

before the menopause. (Of the 35 women who thought there was a 

change in sexual activity connected with the climacteric, half 
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thought sexual activity became less important and half thought sex­

ual relations became more enjoyable because menstruation and fear of 

pregnancy were removed). 

Neugarten (1976) reviews one of her studies about the menopause 

where she selected a group of 100 white women aged 45 to 55. Eleven 

percent of these women stated that the best thing about the meno­

pause was that it brought about a better relationship with their 

husbands, while three percent said that they experienced greater 

enjoyment of their sex lives . On the other hand, four percent of 

them stated that the worst thing about the menopause was a loss of 

enjoyment in their sexual relations. 

Two theorists Chilman (1968) and Lidz (1968) advance that both men 

and women believe that the woman loses her sexual responsiveness and 

ability to enjoy sex with the menopause and this may cause a woman 

to feel that she will become an unattractive old girl whose husband 

may properly seek sexual satisfaction elsewhere. Lidz contends that 

such concepts have no basis in fact. Indeed, there is now ample 

evidence that, in general, the woman's potential for sexual respon­

sivity throughout middle age is greater than the man's. Chilman 

speculates further that along with the physiological changes associ­

ated with the start (or middle or end) of the menopause, she also 

may feel disturbed lest she may no longer be sexually attractive as 

a woman . 

The above studies (see Neugarten, Wood, Kraines & Loomis, 1963; 

Neugarten, 1976) show that the majority of women believe that the 
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menopause has no impact on their sexuality . However, a minority of 

women expressed a number of differing attitudes about the manner in 

which the menopause influences it. Some of them stated that sexual 

activity became less important with the advent of the menopause, 

while others contended that sexual relations became more enjoyable. 

A few also advanced that sexual relations became less enjoyable. 

Finally, a number of theorists (see Chilman, 1968; Lidz, 1968) con­

tend that some middle-aged men and women believe that the menopause 

does have a detrimental effect on a woman's sexual functioning . 

According to Lidz, this has no substance in fact, however. Chilman 

speculates that some women feel that they become less sexually at­

tractive with the onset of the menopause. 

3.1.4 Menopause and marriage 

In this section, the emphasis is on the marital relationship and 

it's hypothesized relationship with the menopause. 

Crawford and Hooper (1973) asked forty-three postparental women a 

series of questions in order to discover their perceptions of their 

marital relationship and it's hypothesized relationship to the meno­

pause. These included questions about their tendency to moodiness, 

the kind of qualities and abilities they value most highly in their 

husbands, the extent of problem-solving with husbands, the relative 

degree of compatibility in their own marriages and the chief value 

of marriage. None of these features of the marital relationship 

were related in any way to menopausal state or to the reporting or 



41 

type of symptoms. Thus, from this fairly limited data, it seemed 

that the reporting of the menopausal experience was independent of a 

woman's perceptions about her marital relationship. 

Cavan (1958) comments on the relationship between the menopause and 

the marital relationship. She contends that a woman's reactions to 

the menopause that verge on the neurotic are perhaps more closely 

related to her relation to hu sband than to the physical changes. 

If her husband is nearing the peak of his occupational striving, he 

may seem to neglect her. She may easily misinterpret these situa­

tions, viewing them not as growing out of external social relation­

ships but as proof that her physical changes make her unattractive 

and unappealing. 

The above-mentioned empirical study (see Crawford & Hooper, 1973) 

shows that a postparenta1 woman's perception 

tionship, is independent of her 

Also, one theorist (see Cavan, 1958) 

menopausal 

contends 

of her marital re1a-

status and symptoms. 

that some women may 

misinterpret their husband's neglect of them, as a consequence of 

his occupational striving, as an indication that the physical 

changes that they undergo as a result of the menopause, makes them 

unattractive and unappealing to him. 

3.1.5 The termination of a woman's reproductive capacity and the 

menopause 

The question is whether women are adversely affected by the fact 

that they are no longer capable of childbearing at the menopause. 
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A variety of attitudes were revealed in the theories and empirical 

studies about this issue. 

A number of theorists (Cavan, 

Notman, 1978) contend that 

1958; Chilman, 1968; Lidz, 1968; 

the middle-aged mother is likely to re-

gret, become depressed, or at least be ambivalent about, her decli­

ning, or terminated reproductive capacity. According to Chilman, 

her forebodings of increasing decline may be intensified by her 

awareness that her adolescent daughter (if she has one) is, sexually 

and reproductively, on the upgrade. Cavan suggests that the actual 

inability to reproduce is felt more as a sign of loss of youthful­

ness and vitality than because it prevents women from having more 

children, while Lidz advances an opposite view, namely, that a 

woman's self-esteem is often closely related to her capacities to 

bear children. The woman feels the loss of this badge of womanhood -

an indicator of her capacity to reproduce - that has proviped fee­

lings of worth. In contrast to the situation in childhood, viz. 

where she has the prospects of the onset of the menstrual cycle, she 

now has no prospects of a future flowering to offset her feelings of 

emptiness and deprivation. Unless her self-esteem as a woman and a 

mother, has become ingrained with her, she suffers with the loss of 

the physical tokens of her femininity. Notman contends that women 

who have invested heavily in childbearing and rearing are those most 

likely to experience depression, which accompanies the loss of a 

personally and societally valued role and position. As well, depres­

sion is a response to a loss of reproductive capacity. 

However, Kraines and Wood (1965 cited in Neugarten & Datan, 1974, 
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p.603) observed that their data did not support the contention that 

the termi nation of fertility is cons i dered a major loss among work­

ing-class and middle-class women who were aged between 43 and 53. 

Among the 100 American women they interviewed, no regret over lost 

fertility was voiced: on the contrary, many women said they were 

happy to have completed childrearing . Neugarten (1976) reviews one 

of her studies where she selected a group of a 100 white women aged 

45 to 55. Thirty percent of the women stated that the best thing 

about the menopause was not having to worry about getting pregnant. 

On the other hand, only four percent of the women stated that the 

worst thing about the menopause was not being able to have more 

children. 

Thus there are conflicting findings regarding the termination of a 

woman's reproductive capacity and the menopause. While some theo­

rists (see ~avan, 1958; Chilman, 1968; Lidz, 1968; Notman, 1978) 

point out that menopausal women are negatively affected by their 

inability to reproduce, two studies, one by Kraines and Wood (1965 

cited in Neugarten & Datan, 1974, p.603), and the other study by 

Neugarten (1976) found that the majority of menopausal women were 

relieved to have completed ch i ldbearing, and only a minority of them 

expressed regret about not being able to bear more children. 

4 The changing body 

Middle-aged adults become aware that they are getting older because 

of physical signs of ageing . This awareness i s especially evident 
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in our society and culture which places such a high value on youth ­

fulness and attractiveness. Such signs as thinning and graying 

hair, wrinkling skin, and a tendency to put on weight, especially in 

the "potbelly" area make both men and women aware of the arrival of 

middle age (Peck, 1968; Marmor, 1968). These signs of ageing and 

bodily decline may evoke a major and painful crisis (Marmor, 1968; 

Collin, 1979). This is conceived in physical terms as a loss of 

health and vitality (Gutmann, 1976). Launching and launched couples, 

i.e. (the former term refers to middle-aged parents where some of 

their teenage and young adult children have left home, while some of 

them are still staying at home, and the latter term refers to mid­

dle-aged parents whose teenage and young adult children have all 

left home) express concern about their health during the 50s (Feld­

man, 1964). Concern with health increases during the 50s (Gould, 

1972). Separation loss is a key psychological stress that recurs 

frequently during this period, for example, the loss of one's youth­

ful self-image (Marmor, 1968) . 

Both middle -aged men and women become aware of a decrease in physi­

cal strength, stamina, a tendency to tire more easily, indigestive 

difficulties, insomnia, and "nervous headaches" (Peck, 1968). 

The middle-aged individual must learn to accept these physical 

changes of ageing, and also illnesses or disabilities (Erickson , 

1950; Gould, 1972; Neugarten, 1968 & Levinson, 1978 cited in 

Nadelson, Polonsky & Mathews, 1979, p.292). Middle-aged men are 

more preoccupied with their changing bodies and health than middle­

aged women . Neugarten (1966,1968), Gould (1972) and Neugarten and 
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Datan (1974) state that the most striking signs for a man are often 

biological. The increased attention given to his health, the de-

cline in the efficiency of the body, the death of contemporaries -

these are the indicators that cause many men to describe bodily 

changes as the most salient feature of middle age. In contrast, 

women who are confronted with the menopause and other signs of the 

climacterium during their late forties and early fifties, make fewer 

references to biological changes or to preoccupation with their 

health (Neugarten, 1966; Neugarten & Datan, 1974). Body-monitoring 

is the term used to describe many protective strategies for keeping 

the middle-aged body at set levels of performance and appearance, 

but while these concerns assume the form of a new sense of physical 

vulnerability in men, i.e. rehearsal for a heart-attack, they take 

the form of rehearsal for widowhood in women. Women are more con-

cerned about the body-monitoring of their , husbands than of them-

selves (Neugarten, Wood, Kraines & Loomis, 1963; Neu ga rten , 1966, 

1970,1979; Neugarten & Oatan, 1974) . 

5 Confrontation with death 

Elliott Jacques (1965) in his influential paper "Death and the Mid-

Life Crisis" says: 

Family and occupation have become established, parents 
have grown old, and children are at the threshold of 
adulthood. Youth and childhood are past and gone, and 
demand to be mourned. The achievement of mature and 
independent adul thood presents itsel f as the main psycho­
logical task. The paradox is that of entering the prime 
of life, the stage of fulfillment, but at the same time 
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the prime and fulfillment are dated. Death lies beyond ••• 
I believe, and shall try to demonstrate, that it is this 
fact of the entry upon the psychological scene of the 
reality and inevitability of one's own eventual death 
that is the central and crucial feature of the mid-l ife 
phase - the feature which precipitates the critical na­
ture of the period. Death at the conscious level -
instead of being a general conception, or an event expe­
rienced in terms of the loss of someone else, becomes a 
personal matter, one's own death, one's own real and 
actual mortal ity (cited in Brim, 1976, p.5). 

Gutmann (1976) and Marmor (1968) state that the somatic changes of 

the aging process during middle age carry with them an inescapable 

confrontation with the fact of mortality. The defenses which have 

worked so well in youth - the illusion of immortality and the denial 

of one's own ultimate death can no longer be maintained . The result 

is a marked increase in what has come to be known as "existential 

anxiety," the anxiety that is derived from fully facing the limits 

of existence and our own ultimate nonexistence. 

Becker (1973 cited in Chew, 1976, p.5) states: "The idea of death, 

the fear of it, haunts the human animal 1 ike nothing else; it is a 

mainspring of human activity - activity designed largely to avoid 

the fatality of death, to overcome it by denying in some way that it 

is the final destiny of man." 

He argues brilliantly that man's horror of death, and of the "over-

whelmingness" of a world that's beyond his comprehension, is the 

mainspring of his drive for success, his dreams of heroics, his 

everlasting busyness. Man's furious activity helps him forget that 

he's half god, half animal, that his fate is annihilation. 
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Lifton's (1973) analysis of 'death anxiety' contributes to the un-

derstanding of how the awareness of mortality can have devastating 

effects claimed for it in middle age. He writes that 'death anxiety' 

centres on fear of disintegration, stasis and separation. Though 

experienced throughout the 1 ife cycle, it is 'sal ient' in middle 

adulthood (cited in Collin, 1979, p.146). 

Vaillant (1977) reporting on the longitudinal Grant Study offers an 

opposing view. He writes: 

'Elliott Jacques •.• is, I believe wrong when he suggests 
that the angst of the forties is from a fear of death •.• 
Thus, if men in their forties are depressed, it is be­
cause they are confronted by instinctual re-awakening and 
because they are more honestly able to acknowledge their 
own pain. It is not because they fear death' (cited in 
Collin, 1979, p.145). 

Brim (1976) believes that one of the major psychological tasks for 

middle age is resignation to death and a permutation, a reordering 

of life priorities. Simil arl y, Nadelson, Polonsky and Mathews (1979) 

contend that on an unconscious level, each person must find a way to 

accept his/her mortality and resolve the loss of fantasized hopes. 

In conclusion, a number of theorists (Jacques, (1965 cited in Brim, 

1976, p.5); Marmor, 1968 & Gutmann, 1976) contend that the indi-

vidual is confronted with his own death at middle age. He is no 

longer able to deny his own mortality, and as a consequence, there 

is a marked increase in "existential anxiety," which centres on fear 

of disintegration, stasis and separation (Becker, (1973 cited in 

Chew, 1976, p.5); Lifton, 1973). This view has been contradicted 
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by Vaillant (1977), who advances that men in their forties are not 

depressed because they fear death, but because they are faced with 

instinctual re-awakening. Finally, a number of theorists (Brim, 

1976; Nadelson, Polonsky & Mathews, 1979) conclude that the middle-

aged individual must resign himself to his own death, reorder his 

life priorities, and resolve the loss of fantasized hopes. 

6 Time and timing 

6.1 The changing time perspective and death 

An individual's perception of time changes during middle age, both 

in terms of the subjective experience of its passage and in terms of 

its availability. He becomes aware that time is limited and that 

he has to engage in a race against it (Collin, 1979). Time accor-

dingly increases in value and this appears to influence its subjec-

tive speed (Wallach & Green, 1968 cited in Collin, 1979, p.146). 

This changing time perspective is also evident in the manner in 

which life is restructured in terms of time-left-to-live rather than 

time-since-birth by middle-aged adults (Neugarten, 1966, 1968, 1976, 

1979) . 

Time is a two-edged sword. In some of my friends, it 
brings anxiety that there won't be time enough. To 
others, it adds a certain - challenge in seeing how much 
pleasure can still be obtained. But all of us figure 
backward from the end .•• and estimate how much time we can 
expect. (Neugarten, 1976, p.18). 
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Such a change in time perspective is closely connected to the per­

sonalization of death because death in middle age becomes a definite 

possibility for the self, no longer the magical or unusual occur-

rence that it appears in youth (Neugarten, 1966, 1970, 1976; Neu-

garten & Datan, 1974). In the women there is the rehearsal for 

widowhood which becomes characteristic (one which seldom occurs in 

men), and in men there is a rehearsal for a heart-attack. Also, in 

men there is the "sponsoring" issue with regard to one's children, 

an issue known as the creation of biological and social heirs (Neu-

garten, 1966, 1970, 1979) . 

Death rates over the life span show a sudden and dramatic rise at 

middle age. The rate for men aged 45 to 64 is six times as high as 

it is in the preceding 20-year period, and for women it is three 

times as high. A second factor that may be equally significant is 

that from childhood through early adulthood the leading cause of 

death is accidents, but for the age range 45 to 64, for both men and 

women, malignant neoplasms and heart disease account for nearly two-

thirds of all deaths. To put this another way, in early life death 

is exceptional and accidental; but in middle age not only does death 

strike frequently, but it strikes from within (Neugarten & Datan, 

1974) • 

You hear so much about deaths that seem to be 
That's one of the changes that comes over you 
years, whereas young fellows never give it 
(Neugarten, 1966, p.69) . 

premature . 
over the 

a thought. 

The recognition that there is "only so much time left" was a fre-
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quent theme in the interviews. In referring to the death of a con-

temporary, one man, aged 48, stated: 

There is now the real ization that death is very real. 
Those things don't quite penetrate when you ' re in your 
twenties and you think that 1 ife is all ahead of you . 
Now you realize that those years are gone and with each 
passing year you are getting closer to the end of your 
life (Neugarten, 1966, p.69). 

6.1.1 Individual timetables: on-time and off-time events 

Adults carry around in their heads, whether or not they can express 

it, a set of anticipations of the normal expectable life cycle. 

They internalize expectations about the consensually validated 

sequences of major life events - not only what those events should 

be but when they should occur {Neugarten, 1970; Neugarten & Hage-

stad,1976; Butler & Lewis, (1977 cited in Rossi, 1980, p.12). 

The predictable on-time events when they occur are not disruptive, 

the events are anticipated and rehearsed, the grief work completed, 

and the reconciliation achieved without breaking this sense of 

continuity of life. For example, women in their forties and fifties 

view the climacterium as inevitable; they know that all women sur-

vive it; and that most women therefore take it in their stride. 

Similarly, men and women expect their children to grow up and leave 

home just as they did themselves in their own youth, and their 

feelings of relief and pride are important components of their mixed 

emotions. It is the unexpected not the expected, which is likely to 

represent the traumatic event as when the empty nest, occupational 
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adjustment and grandparenthood occur at unexpected times during the 

life cycle, i.e. too early or too late, viz. this is theoretically 

called being off-time with regard to major life events (Neugarten, 

1970; Neugarten & Datan, 1974; Rossi, 1980). Thurnher, Spence 

and Lowenthal (1974) contend that a slower pacing in the development 

of marriage and career plans in their young - rather than any basic 

differences in values and aspirations is a source of stress for the 

parent generation. Bourque and Back (1977) advance that an event 

like children leaving home is perceived most strongly if it occurs 

at the wrong time; children leaving is least traumatic during he 

50s - perhaps say the authors the "normal" age for such departures. 

Being on-time or off-time is a compelling basis for self-evaluation. 

Men and women compare themselves with their friends, siblings, work 

colleagues or parents in deciding whether they have been successful, 

but it is always with a time schedule in mind. It is not the fact 

that one reaches 40 or 50 which is itself important but rather, "How 

am I doing for my age?" (Neugarten, 1970; Neugarten & Hagestad, 

1976; Neugarten, 1979). 

In conclusion, adults anticipate that major life events like mar­

riage will occur at specific times during the life cycle (see Neu­

garten, 1970; Neugarten & Hagestad, 1976; Butler & Lewis, (1977 

cited in Rossi, 1980, p.12). Consequently, they do not experience 

stress when these events take place at the expected times, however 

when these do not occur at the appropriate time, i . e. early or late 

in the life cycle, this causes distress for them (see Neugarten, 

1970; Neugarten & Datan, 1974; Rossi, 1980; Thurnher, Spence & 
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Lowenthal,1974; Bourque & Back, 1977). They also use the cri-

teria of being on-time or off-time with regard to significant life 

events, to evaluate their performance 

with others (see Neugarten, 1970; 

Neugarten, 1979). 

7 Perspectives on the life course 

7.1 Introduction 

for their age in comparison 

Neugarten & Hagestad, 1976; 

In this section, the middle-aged individual's perception of the past 

and the future are described . 

Individuals who are socially and psychologically maladjusted have a 

particular view of the past and the future. Lowenthal, Thurnher, 

Chiriboga and Associates (1975) found that individuals who are in 

some social or psychological sense less "healthy" dwell more on the 

past and have a more limited perspective on the future. 

7.1.1 Attitudes towards the past 

In this section, an empirical study shows that empty-nest parents 

and newlyweds were more preoccupied with the past than high school 

seniors and pre-retirees. It is also indicated that the former 

groups were both facing two major life transitions, viz. postparen­

tal phase and retirement, and marriage and parenthood . Reasons for 

the middle-aged respondent's active reconstruction of the past are 
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also provided, viz . prospects of the last child leaving home, the 

limited career options of middle-aged men and their eventual retire­

ment. Finally, it is pointed out that the middle-aged women's 

preoccupations with the past were more diffuse than those of the 

middle-aged men. The former were more concerned with the present 

and the future. 

In the Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) study, 

active reconstruction of the past, characterized by a concern with 

"rehashing" specific past decisions or behaviour, shifted by stage, 

peaking at middle age: 14 percent of the students, 33 percent of 

the newlyweds, 44 percent of the middle-aged parents, and 12 percent 

of those facing retirement manifested such concerns. 

Of the two groups with the highest level of reconstruction, the 

newlyweds and the middle-aged, the former were facing the conse­

quences of one major life transition (marriage) and preparing for 

another (parenthood), while the latter were concerned both with the 

imminent postparenta1 phase and (the men, in particular) with even­

tual retirement, despite its relative remoteness. 

Among the middle-aged, while the prospects of the last child's lea­

ving home may have prompted a life-review process in both men and 

women, men seemed to focus rather more closely on their closing ca­

reer options, reviewing past career choices and their implications 

for the present. One man, for example, not only had thought about 

the implications of past career choices but also was attempting to 

work through his doubts about the proper career path: "I think 
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about what would have happened if I had gone into another business, 

if I had worked strictly as an accountant or if I had gone into the 

real estate business with a friend of mine. I knew a great deal 

about real estate and he had a great deal of money. I'm sure we 

would have made a successful venture. I may still do that, of 

course. But I keep on wondering if I would have made more money at 

that type of work or feel happier. I don't think I would have been 

as happy: accountants die young and real estate is dreary." Midd1e­

aged women were less specific in their reworkings of the past as one 

woman expressed it: "I think of the past quite a bit, I do. You 

think of what you did or if you could have done things differently. 

"I can't see many changes for us in the future." Often, for these 

women, a vague discontent with the present and perhaps the future 

reveals itself, as if they were wondering: "Where did I go wrong?" 

7.1.2 Attitudes towards the future 

In this section, two empirical studies about the middle-aged sub­

jects' attitudes towards the future are reviewed, i.e. (Neugarten & 

Garron,1959; Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga & Associates, 1975). 

In the former study, the respondents who had negative attitudes to­

wards the future expressed fears about becoming dependent on others 

as a consequence of aging. Dependency was conceived of as having 

two sources, viz. loss of income and loss of health. 

In the latter study, the respondents' sense of time extension into 
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the future was examined. A number of them refused to project into 

the future . The empty-nest parents and pre-retirees refused more 

often to project into the future than the high school seniors and 

the newlyweds. The latter groups gave longer projections into the 

future than the former groups. The pre- retirees were found to be 

the most pessimistic about the future. 

In the Neugarten and Garron (1959) study, the respondents, i.e. (625 

men and women aged 40 to 70 residing in the metropolitan area of 

Kansas City) were asked what they thought life would be like when 

they grew older . 

Attitudes toward the future were placed in one of four categories: . 

positive, negative, neutral, or contingent . 

Attitudes toward the future were positive in 14 percent, negative in 

13 percent, contingent in 18 percent, and, again, neutral in 55 per­

cent . 

There was a striking consistency in the content of responses about 

the future. For those persons expressing negative or contingent 

attitudes toward the future, the fear of some form of dependency was 

paramount. They said: "Growing old is terrible because somebody 

has to take care of you," or "I don't mind growing old as long as I 

don't become a burden to others." Dependency in turn is always seen 

as having two sources - loss of income and loss of health . 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) assessed their 
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subjects' sense of time extension by counting the number of years 

projected into the future on the Life Evaluation Chart. A sizeable 

minority of people approximately 16 percent refused to project at 

all on this instrument with those in the later stages, i.e. (empty­

nest and pre-retirees) refusing more often than high school seniors 

and newlyweds. They found if they combined into a resisters cate­

gory all men and women who either refused or who projected a maximum 

of only ten years into the future, that the resisters accounted for 

14 percent of the high school seniors and newlyweds but for more 

than one third of those in the later two stages. 

Newlyweds and high school seniors generally projected further into 

the future than did middle-aged and preretirement people. The 

shorter projections into the future evident among the middle-aged 

parents and preretirement men and women might be explained away sim­

ply on the basis of the sizeable age difference between those in the 

earlier and later stages. On the other hand, they found that if 

they studied only those whose projections extended either into the 

sixties and seventies or into the eighties and above, older respon­

dents continued to be much more likely to make attenuated projec­

tions : three fourths of the younger subjects projected at least to 

the eighties, compared with somewhat more than half of the middle­

aged and the preretirement men and women. Those in the preretirement 

stage, who on an actuarial basis were closest to death, were also 

the most peSSimistic about their life extension: only 46 percent 

projected to the eighties or above, compared with 66 percent of the 

middle-aged. 
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In this regard, Coll in (1979) states that time is sometimes experi­

enced as 'deranged' . Fried (1976 cited in Collin, 1979, p.146) 

writes of boredom and depression which result and likens these fee­

lings to the medieval sin of acedia, a paralysing mixture of despair 

and apathy in whose presence the future disappears. 

7.1.3 Attitudes towards the past and future 

In this section, it is shown that empty-nest parents and preretirees 

were past- orientated, while high school seniors and newlyweds were 

future-orientated. It is also indicated that the former groups dwelt 

more on the past than the latter groups. 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) asked their 

respondents to allocate their best age either to the past or to the 

future. There was a marked stage difference among those informants 

who placed the best age either in the past or in the future. None 

of the middle-aged or pre-retirement groups were future-orientated, 

while over three quarters of the high school seniors and newlyweds 

saw the best time as yet to come. 

In the same study, these researchers found no significant diffe­

rences in the frequency of past versus future time orientations 

among younger and older respondents, i.e. (high school seniors, 

newlyweds, middle-aged subjects and pre-retirees) , but a somewhat 

larger proportion of the older (32 percent) than the younger (22 

percent) respondents di d think more about the past . 
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7.1.4 Time perspective and adaptation 

In the Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) study, 

the following areas were examined, viz. past or future orientations 

and projections into the future, the relationship between future 

orientation and death, the relationship between physical health sta­

tus, projections into the future and general time orientation, the 

relationship between a psychiatrist's rating of psychiatric impair­

ment and projections of the life course, the relationship between 

future-orientation and optimism about the future and past orienta­

tion and pessimism about the future, and finally, the relationship 

between time projections and orientations with affect balance 

scores, which measure recent emotional states, and Bradburn's (1969 

cited in Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga & Associates, 1975, p.137) 

overall happiness measure, which reflects the individual's pre­

vail ing mood. 

Direction (represented by orientation to 

projections of one's life span proved to be 

for a select segment of respondents. 

the past or future) and 

significantly related 

Among the older respondents, i.e. (empty nest and pre-retirees), 

those with a future orientation expected to die at a later date. 

Because of its obvious connection with expectations concerning 

length of time remaining, physical health status might be expected 

to exhibit a strong relationship with projections of the life span, 

and perhaps time orientation in general : They found one difference 
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between the older and younger groups. Looking just at those sub­

jects who saw their health status as good to poor (as opposed to 

very good), the younger people tended to be future-orientated, while 

the older were split approximately equally, with 52 percent being 

past-orientated. An obvious interpretation of this trend is that 

the young are more likely to anticipate improvement in their general 

heal th status. 

Perhaps the most common finding in the literature is that indivi­

duals with a ' disturbed time perspective (usually limited exten­

sionality), i.e. (this term refers to the number of further years 

respondents predicted they would live on measuring devices such as 

the Life Evaluation Chart (see Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga & 

Associates, 1975) their current age was used as the baseline for 

these studies), are psychologically maladjusted. They first looked 

at the relationships between a psychiatrist's rating of psychiatric 

impairment (based on evaluation of symptom lists) and projections of 

the life course. Among the older, however, nearly two thirds of 

those rated as considerably impaired had a limited time extension. 

A trend in this direction was found among women. Psychiatric im­

pairment was not associated with directionality; that is, with 

whether the subject was mainly preoccupied with the past or with the 

future. 

It seems reasonable to expect that a future-oriented individual will 

be hopeful or optimistic about the future, whereas a past-oriented 

person will see the future more pessimistically. Their findings 

generally supported this common-sense conjecture, but only among 
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informants in the two later stages. Among these older individuals, 

especially the women, more than two thirds who were past-oriented 

felt hopeless about the future, whereas most of the future-oriented 

ranked moderate to high on hopefulness. 

They next compared time projections and orientations with affect 

balance scores, which measure recent emotional states, and Brad­

burn's (1969 cited in Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga & Associates, 

1975, p.137) overall happiness measure, which reflects the indivi­

dual's prevailing mood. Projected duration of the 1 ife course had 

bearing on affect balance or happiness among the two older groups, 

i .e. (empty-nest and pre-retirees). Two thirds of the older subjects 

who had relatively long life-course projections scored high on af­

fect balance, while nearly half of those with limited projections 

scored low. Among those in their older stages, longer projections 

were associated with greater happiness. Time orientation, as re­

flected by a focus primarily on the past or future, was also signi­

ficantly related to affect balance among only older subjects. Over 

two thirds of the happier older people were future-oriented, while 

over half of the less happy were past-oriented. Overall, then, 

their results suggested that time projections and orientations have 

a greater significance for the sense of emotional well-being among 

01 der people. 

Finally, the above study indicates that those respondents who had a 

future-orientation rather than past-orientation were more psycho­

logically "healthy" and envisaged a longer life expectancy for them­

selves than those who had a past-orientation. 



61 

8 The work career 

In middle age (the years between 40 and 60), most men are still wor­

king at the job or career that they began as young men (Grunebaum, 

1979). For some of them, middle age is regarded as the "prime of 

life," the point when youthful drive is not yet noticeably dimin-

ished, experience is great, 

the man to his peak of success 

and the combination of the two carries 

(Cavan, 1958). According to Lidz 

(1968), for men, particularly in executive circles, the period be­

tween forty and fifty, or even fifty-five, may involve intense stri­

ving to capture the elusive top positions or properly to climax a 

career by amassing the wealth or prestige that has come within 

grasp. In addition, Neugarten, Moore and Lowe (1965), Peterson 

(1968) and Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) see 

middle age in positive terms, i.e. as a period in one's life charac­

terized by an increasing intellectual ability to make decisions, 

holding of high status jobs, earning a maximum income, and enjoying 

relatively good physical and mental health which allows one to work 

regularly. Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates found 

that job satisfaction increases with age. 

Notwithstanding the above, many of them are confronted with increa­

sed job demands, reduced opportunity to find better employment, job 

boredom, and the feeling of being stuck in a rut that is to be found 

among the successful as well as the unsuccessful {Farrell et al. 

(1975 cited in Gutmann, 1976, p.42); Neugarten,1979; Grunebaum, 

1979). They express concerns about moving up, moving down, reaching 

a plateau or hanging on {Neugarten,1966; 1979; Peterson, 1968; 
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Strickler, 1975; Collin, 1979). 

Some men at middle age express a fear 

moving up the job ladder (Peterson, 1968; 

about youthful 

Collin, 1979). 

colleagues 

The effect of jobs or careers on middle-aged women has also been 

examined in the literature. The increasing labour force partici­

pation by women generally, and specifically in the forty-five to 

sixty-four age range, represents another factor that is changing the 

situation of couples in the post-childrearing period. The propor­

tion of married women workers aged 45 to 64 doubled in just the 20-

year period from 1950 to 1970. Fifty-five percent of all women 

forty- fi ve to fi fty- fou rand 41.1 % of all women fifty- fi ve to 

sixty-four were in the labour force in 1976 (Neugarten & Hagestad, 

1976; Keyserling, 1977 cited in McCullough, 1980, p.174). 

One theorist noted that employment has a beneficial effect on post­

parental women. Cavan (1958) states that it has the advantage of 

giving the woman a future which to look forward to, a future of suc­

cess in her job, and perhaps added security for old a"e. The middle­

aged woman who does not find activities to compensate for the lost 

maternal functions tends to look backward, to long for and relive in 

fantasy, the past when her children were small, and to feel the 

future holds little for her. Her useful period is over, and life 

comes to be a matter of waiting without enthusiasm for the end. 

It appears that employed women experience greater enjoyment of their 

jobs or careers at middle age than employed men. Lowenthal and 
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out that among the subjects in their study 

satisfaction in instrumental or material 

areas, 

report 

there were more women than men. Few women were found to be 

dissatisfied with their achievements in paid occupations (half of 

the women in this sample worked). 

The reason why most of the above women enjoy their jobs or careers 

at middle age, can perhaps be explained in terms of the fact, that 

for many of them, the most conspicuous characteristic of middle age 

is the sense of increased freedom. Not only is there increased time 

and energy available for the self, but also a satisfying change in 

self-concept takes place. The typical theme is that middle age marks 

the beginning of a period in which latent talents and capacities can 

be put to use in new directions (Neugarten & Datan, 1974) . 

Some of these women described this sense of freedom coming at the 

same time that their husbands were reporting increased job pressures 

or something equally troublesome job boredom. 

In conclusion, firstly, it appears that there are contradictory 

findings regarding the degree of enjoyment, success, and opportunity 

for future career advancement men and women obtain from their jobs 

or careers at middle age, i .e., some of them experience increasing 

enjoyment, success, and opportunity for future career advancement 

(see Cavan, 1958; Neugarten, Moore & Lowe, 1965; Lidz, 1968; 

Peterson, 1968; Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga & Associates, 1975), 

while others experience diminishing enjoyment, a lack of success, 

and lack of opportunity for future career advancement (see Farrell 
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et al. (1975 cited in Gutmann, 1976, p.42); Neugarten, 1966; 1979; 

Grunebaum,1979; Peterson, 1968; Strickler, 1975; Collin, 1979). 

Secondly, it seems that women derive increasing enjoyment from their 

jobs or careers (see Lowenthal & Chiriboga, 1972; Neugarten & 

Datan, 1974). Thirdly, it appears that an increasing number of 

women are entering the labour force at middle age (see Neugarten & 

Hagestad, 1976 ; Keyserling, (1977 cited in McCullough, 1980, 

p.174). Finally, it seems that employment may have a positive 

effect on postparental women (see Cavan, 1958). 

8.1 Aspiration-achievement gap 

Men are often unhappy in the middle years because of their occupa­

tional frustrations, concerns and problems (Bossard & Boll, 1955; 

Lowenthal & Chiriboga, 1972). 

This unhappiness is often a consequence of failure to realize early 

'Dreams' of career success because it is suggested that in mid-life 

the individual becomes conscious of the disparity between these 

early aspirations and actual achievements and recognizes that not 

enough time is left to close it completely (Deutscher, 1964; Gould, 

1972; Farrell et al. (1975 cited in Gutmann, 1976, P .42) ; Strick-

ler, 1975; Brim, 1976; Collin, 1979; Grunebaum,1979). He may 

start to think about those early goals which he had previously for-

gotten, repressed or abandoned, and which Levinson, Darrow, Klein, 

Levinson and McKee (1976) describe as the 'Dream' the vision of 

his future that the individual had in adolescence. If in middle 
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age he feels that he has betrayed or compromised his 'Dream' he may 

experience distress. 'There is a pervading sense of sadness in 

these mid-life men of unfulfilled dreams ••• '. 

This disparity between early aspirations and actual achievements 

that is, whether one is "on-time" or "late" in attaining career 

goals leads to a heightened awareness of age (Neugarten & Datan, 

1974; Medinger & Varghese, 1981). 

9 General conclusions 

Overall, it can be seen from this chapter that there are a number of 

issues which are pertinent to the empty-nest stage of life . These 

are the following: the deterioration or improvement in the marital 

relationship after the departure of children from the home, the loss 

or relief felt by parents after the same event, the inability of 

some parents to allow their children to separate from them, the 

greater distress experienced by mothers than fathers once their 

children leave home, the positive or negative relationships experi­

enced by parents with their children at this stage, the importance 

of sex in ageing marriages, the conflicting evidence concerning the 

sexual behaviour of middle-aged respondents with regard to sexual 

interest and enjoyment, the extent of sexual dysfunction, the extent 

of positive and negative attitudes attributed by middle-aged women 

to the menopause, the "existential anxiety" experienced by some in­

dividuals when confronting death at middle age, and the need to come 

to terms with it, the distress that parents experience when their 
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children are "off-time" with regard to major life events, i.e . these 

events occur too early or late in the life cycle, for example lea­

ving home, vocational adjustment, marriage and grandparenthood, the 

realization that one has failed to achieve early 'Dreams' of career 

success at middle age, an ageing crisis as a consequence of the 

physical signs of ageing, the realization that time is getting 

shorter for middle-aged individuals, and the phenomenon of life 

being restructured in terms of time-left-to-live rather than time­

since-birth by them, and finally, the fact that individuals with a 

future orientation rather than a past orientation are more socially 

and psychologically healthy than those who have a past orientation . 
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CHAPTER TWO 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

2.1 Samp1 ing 

2.1.1 Introduction 

In this section, the manner in which individ ual researchers obtained 

their respective empty nest samples are described. The variety of 

ways in which the empty nest stage of life has been defined, is also 

discussed. Finally, the composition of each empty nest sample is 

descri bed. 

2.1 . 2 Methods of locating empty nest samples 

In Axelson's (1960) study, the population consisted of men and women 

who had a child under twenty-five years of age married between May 

1, 1956, and April 30, 1958. 

Wedding licens e apo1ications made by persons residing in the medium 

sized communities located in the states of Washington and Idaho were 

checked for the names and addresses of their parents. A total of 696 

individuals who gave their home addresses as one of these communi­

ties used wedding certificates. Intensive efforts to locate all 

parents produced a total useable population of 390 fathers and 461 

mothers. 
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The data were collected by mailed questionnaire. A total return of 

199 (51.0 percent) useable father's questionnaire's and 265 (57.7 

percent) useable mother's questionnaires were obtained . 

Axelson divided his respondents into two categories - those who 

still had one or more single children under eighteen years of age 

remaining at home and those respondents who had no single children 

under eighteen years of age remaining at home. Those individuals 

with single children under eighteen years of age remaining at home 

were referred to as the quasi-postparental group, and the parents 

with no single children under eighteen remaining at home were desig­

nated as the true postparental group. 

Deutscher (1964) conducted a door-to-door survey in two socio-eco­

nomic areas of Kansas City Missouri. One of these areas was con­

sidered to be upper-middle class and the other lower-middle class. 

A brief questioning at the door with anyone who answered enable him 

to determine whether or not the household met the operational cri­

teria of postparental, i.e., husband and wife both alive and living 

together, both between the ages of 40 and 65, and having had from 

one to four children, all of whom had been launched. 

This survey technique resulted in the identification of 33 postpa­

rental households. Efforts to obtain intensive interviews were 

successful in 31 of the households, with 49 of the spouses being 

interviewed. 

Deykin, Jacobson, Klerman and Solomon (1966) studied 16 hospitalized 
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depressed patients who were mothers of adult children and who no 

longer had child-rearing functions. 

Of the 16 patients studied, seven had overt conflict, seven had had 

latent conflict and only two depressed patients exhibited no con­

flict. Because of the small no conflict group, it was eliminated 

from this presentation and the study results were based only on the 

seven overt conflict patients and the seven latent conflict patients. 

The 14 empty nest patients studied were middle-aged women with a me­

dian age of 59 years. They had all ceased child rearing in the past 

ten years. The sample was fairly evenly divided between Protestants, 

Catholics and Jews. The majority of the sample belonged to the lower 

middle class with a few patients in the lower socio-economic group. 

In the Lowenthal and Chiriboga (1972) study, the data were obtained 

from depth interviews, averaging about nine hours, with 27 men and 

27 women approaching the "empty nest" stage of parenthood; that is, 

their youngest child was about to graduate from high school. Average 

ages were 51 for men and 48 for women. They were primarily Anglo­

Americans in the higher blue-collar and clerical occupations, with a 

few on the middle level of management; about half of the women were 

working or had worked much of their adult lives. 

In the Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) study, 

216 men and women were included in the sample. They included that 

segment of American society whose origins may have been that of a 

traditional blue-collar working class, and who indeed may themselves 
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occupy such positions, but whose life styles increasingly resembled 

those of the middle class. 

A senior high school was their central source for locating people in 

four pretransitional stages. The geographical boundaries of this 

school defined the district from which all four groups were drawn. 

The senior class of the school constituted the universe for the 

youngest group. From school records, the researchers determined 

which of these students were the youngest members of their families 

and thereby identified a second group; parents who were facing the 

"postparental" or "empty-nest" stage of family life. The group re­

presenting a stage intermediate these two consisted of newlyweds who 

had been married less than twelve months and who had not yet started 

a family. The fourth stage was made up of older persons who were 

planning to retire within the next two to three years. These latter 

two groups were composed of friends or relatives of the subjects in 

the student and postparental groups, as well as persons whom they 

found by consulting marriage license records and local organizations 

which maintained records of the probable retirement status of their 

employees. All persons so selected resided or had resided within 

the boundaries of the sample district. 

The high school seniors (twenty-five boys and twenty-seven girls) 

were sixteen to eighteen years old and were the only cohort to in­

clude non-whites. The newlyweds (twenty-five men and twenty-five 

women) ranged from twenty to thirty-eight years of age, with an ave­

rage age of twenty-four (these were all first marriages). The mean 

ages of the two older groups were fifty for the middle-aged parents 
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(twenty-seven men and twenty-seven women) and sixty for the prereti­

rees (thirty men and thirty women). 

In Glenn's (1975) study, the data were from surveys of the noninsti­

tutionalized civilian population of the United States conducted in 

1963 (Gallup 675), 1966 (Gallup 735 and 736),1971 Roper (524), and 

1972 and 1973 (the General Social Surveys conducted by the National 

Opinion Research Centre). 

Measures of psychological well-being were used to compare "parental" 

and "postparental" persons in the broad age ranges of 40-49 and 50-

59 (35-49 and 50-64 in the case of the Roper survey, which does not 

have exact age codes). 

None of the six surveys provided the information needed for precise 

separation of postparental persons from other respondents. For in­

stance, the Gallup surveys gave information only on number of people 

in the household under age 21 and age 21 and older, so respondents 

could be operationally defined as "parental" or "postparental" only 

on the basis of whether or not anyone under age 21 was in the house­

hold. Therefore, the "postparental" category contained a few persons 

who had never had children. The Roper data suffered from the same 

defect except that only persons under age 17 in the household were 

reported, thus a good many of the "postparental" persons were really 

in the launching stage. The NORC data allowed exclusion of persons 

who never had children but did not allow separation of postparental 

persons from those who had children age 18 or older still living at 

home . The effect of these "contaminations" of the postparental cate-
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gory should generally be to reduce observed differences between the 

parental and the postparenta1 categories. 

In Powell's (1977) study, subjects were women in their late fifties 

who had graduated from an Eastern woman's college 35 years before the 

study was initiated. 

Graduates of the selected class listed in the most recent directory 

published by the alumnae office with mailing addresses in New Eng-

land, New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Delaware, 

hington, D.C., were included in the sample. 

represented approximately half of those listed in 

the class being studied. 

Virginia, or Was­

These 194 individuals 

the directory for 

Four weeks after the final (second wave) mailing, 94 questionnaires, 

or 49 % had been returned. Of these, 14 were eliminated because of 

high scores (21 and above) on the Mar1owe-Crowne Social Desirability 

Scale leaving a sample of 80. Since the objective of the study was 

to examine the empty-nest syndrome in married women, the nine widows, 

three divorcees, three never-married women, and three childless mar­

ried women ,were eliminated from the sample. Of the remainder, a 

surprising 22 reported that they still had one or more "children" 

(many in their twenties and thirties) living at home. The final 

sample included 40 empty-nest women whose children had all left home. 

Data for the Harkins (1978) study were collected in the winter of 

1973-1974 from 318 women whose youngest child was in one of the five 
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school classes graduating between 1971 and 1975 from two schools 

graduating in Durham County, North Carolina. At the time of data 

collection, mothers of classes of 1972 and 1973 had experienced the 

event generally used to define the empty nest (graduation of the 

last child from high school) within 18 months; and mothers of the 

class of 1971 were over two and one-half years past this event and 

had potentially readjusted. All women whose youngest child was in 

one of the five graduating classes and who were white, married with 

spouse present, and had no more than three children were selected 

for the study. 

A mail survey was conducted and a response rate of 67 percent was 

achieved using letter and telephone follow-ups. 

The resulting study group of 318 women ranged in age from 37 to 63 

years of age with a mean of 49 years and a standard deviation of 5 

years. They had a range from 6 to 21 years of schooling with a mean 

of 13.2 years and a standard deviation of 2.2 years. 

2.1. 3 Conclusions 

The following conclusions are drawn from the above-mentioned studies: 

The samples were obtained in a variety of ways in these stu­

dies depending on the definition of empty nest employed, for 

example in Axelson's (1960) study, the population consisted of 

men and women who had a child under twenty-five years of age 

married between May 1, 1956, and April 30, 1958, while in the 
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Lowenthal and Chiriboga (1972) study, the data were obtained 

from 27 men and 27 women approaching the "empty nest" stage of 

parenthood, that is, their youngest child was about to gradu­

ate from high school. 

2 The number of subjects included in the samples varied depen­

ding on the type of research methodology employed, viz. stu­

dies employing mailed questionnaires or census polls included 

more subjects in their samples than those utilizing face-to­

face interviews, for example Axelson's (1960) study included 

464 subjects, while the Lowenthal and Chiriboga (1972) study 

included 54 subjects. 

3 Some studies included both mothers and fathers in their sam-

ples, viz. (Axelson, 1960; Deutscher, 1964; Lowenthal & 

Chiriboga, 1972; Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga & Associates, 

1975; Glenn, 1975), while other studies included only mothers, 

viz. (Deykin, Jacobson, Klerman & Solomon, 1966; Powell, 

1977; Harkins, 1978). 

4 It can be seen that all of the above sampl es are cross-sec­

tional and not longitudinal. 

5 The majority of the above studies, viz. (Axelson, 1960; Deut­

scher, 1964; Deykin, Jacobson, Klerman & Solomon, 1966; Lowen­

thal & Chiriboga, 1972; · Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga & 

Associates, 1975; Powell, 1977 & Harkins, 1978) used nonpro­

bability purposive designs. Thus these samples cannot be con­

sidered representative of their respective populations. 
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In nonprobability sampling, there is no way of specifying the proba­

bility that each unit has of being included in the sample, and there 

is no assurance that every unit has some chance of being included in 

the sample, a restriction on the definition of the population is im­

plied; that is, if the traits of this set of units are unknown, then 

the precise nature of the population also remains unknown (Nachmias 

& Nachmi as ,. 1981 ) • 

With purposive samples, occasionally referred to as judgement sam­

ples, the sampling units are selected subjectively by the resear­

cher, who attempts to obtain a sample that appears to him or her to 

be representative of the population. The chance that a particular 

sampling unit will be selected for the sample depends upon the sub­

jective judgement of the researcher. Because it is impossible to 

determine precisely why each different researcher judges each samp­

ling unit he or she selects to contribute to the representativeness 

of the sample, it is impossible to determine the probability of any 

specific unit being included in the sample. 

2.2 Mailed questionnaires 

2.2.1 Introduction 

In this section, it is shown that a number of researchers utilized 

mailed questionnaires in order to collect data about the empty nest 

stage of life. It is also pointed out that a mailed questionnaire 

has a number of advantages and disadvantages. 
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Axelson (1960), Powell (1977) and Harkins (1978) included mailed 

questionnaires in their research designs and this enabled them to do 

the foll owi ng: 

1 Sample a much wider area geographically, i.e., Axelson sampled 

postparental mothers and fathers in two states, viz. Washing­

ton and Idaho, while Powell sampled empty-nest mothers in New 

England, New York, Pennsylvania, Maryland, Delaware and Wash­

ington D.C. 

2 Reduce the i r re sea rc h co s ts becaus e the re wa s n'O need fo r 

trained interviewers. 

3 Include more subjects in their samples, i.e . , Axelson included 

464 postparental mothers and fathers in his sample, while Har­

kins included 318 "pre-empty nest", "empty-nest': and "post­

empty nest" women in her sample . 

According to Nachmias and Nachmi as (1981), the mail questionnaire is 

an impersonal survey method and has the following advantages and 

disadvantages which are detailed below: 

Advantages 

1 Lower cost 

It is cheaper than personal interviewing. The mail question­

naire does not require a trained staff of interviewers; all 
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it needs is the cost of planning, sampling, duplicating, mai­

ling, and providing stamped , self- addressed envelopes for the 

returns . The processing and analysis are usually also simpler 

and cheaper than those of the personal interview. The lower 

cost in the administration of a mail questionnaire is particu ­

larly evident when the population under study is widely spread 

geographically. Under such circumstances the cost of inter­

viewing could become prohibitive, and the mail questionnaire 

may be the only feasible instrument. 

2 Reduction in biasing error 

The second major advantage 

reduces biasing errors 

of 

that 

the mail questionnaire is i t 

might result f rom the personal 

cha racteristics of interviewers and from variabilities in 

their skills. There are many possibilities for bias in a 

personal interview situation that may arise because of the 

nature of the personal interaction between the interviewer and 

the respondent . This can be completely avoided with a mail 

questionnaire. 

3 Greater anonymity 

The third advantage of the mail questionnaire, greater anony­

mity, is also associated with the absence of an interviewer . 

The assurance of anonymity with mail questionna i res i s especi­

ally helpful when the survey deals with sensitive issues, such 

as questions about sexual behaviour or child abuse. With such 



78 

questions, a mail questionnaire elicits a higher response rate 

than a personal interview. 

4 Considered answers and consultations 

Mail questionnaires are also preferable when questions demand 

a considered (rather than an immediate) answer or if the an­

swer requires consultations of personal documents or of other 

people. 

5 Accessibility 

Finally, the mail questionnaire permits wider geographic con­

tact with minimal cost. For example, when a survey requires 

a wide coverage and addresses a population that is widely dis­

persed geographically, interviewing would involve expensive 

travel cost and time for interviewers. 

Disadvantages 

Requires simple questions 

The mail questionnaire can be used as an instrument for data 

collection only when the questions are straight-forward to be 

comprehended solely with the help of printed instructions and 

definitions. 
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2 No opportunity for probe 

The answers have to be accepted as final, there is no oppor­

tunity to probe beyond the given answer, to clarify ambiguous 

answers, or to appraise the nonverbal behaviour of respondents. 

3 No control over who fills out the questionnaire 

With a mail questionnaire, researchers have no control over 

the respondent's environment; thus they cannot be sure that 

the right person completes the questionnaire. An individual 

other than the intended respondent may complete it. 

4 Low response rate 

The final disadvantage of mail questionnaires and perhaps 

their most seri ous problem is that they often fail to obtain 

an adequate response rate. For many mail surveys, the reported 

response rates are much lower than for personal intervi ews . 

The typical response rate for a personal interview is about 95 

percent, whereas that for a mail survey is between 20 and 40 

percent. Researchers who use mail questionnaires are almost 

always faced with the problem of how to estimate the effect 

the nonrespondents may have on their findings. The nonrespon­

dents are usually quite different from those who answer the 

questionnaire. Often they are the poorly educated who may have 

problems understanding the questions, the elderly who are un­

able to respond, or those that are mobile and thus cannot be 

located. 
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2.3 Personal interview vs mail questionnaire 

2.3.1 Introduction 

In this section, it is pointed out that a number of researchers used 

personal interviews in order to collect data about the empty nest 

stage of life. A definition of this particular type of interview is 

also provided. Finally, the advantages and disadvantages of these 

interviews are discussed. 

The following researchers (Deutscher, 1964; Deykin, Jacobson, Kler­

man & Solomon, 1966; Lowenthal & Chiriboga, 1972 & Lowenthal, Thurn­

her, Chiriboga & Associates, 1975) used personal interviews in order 

to obtain data about the empty nest stage. 

According to Nachmias and Nachmias (1981), the personal interview 

can be regarded as a face-to-face interpersonal role situation in 

which an interviewer asks respondents questions designed to obtain 

answers pertinent to the research hypotheses. It has the following 

advantages and disadvantages which are detailed below: 

Advantages 

Greater flexibility 

The interview allows greater flexibility in the questioning 

process. To the degree that the flexibility increases, the 

less structured is the interview. The interview allows the 
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interviewer to determine the wording of the questions, to 

clarify terms that are unclear, to control the order in which 

the questions are presented, and to probe for additional and 

more detailed information. 

2 Control of the interview situation 

One major advantage of the interview is that it allows much 

greater control over the interviewing situation . An inter­

viewer can ensure that the respondents answer the questions in 

the appropriate sequence or that they answer certain questions 

before they are asked subsequent questions. Moreover, in an 

interview situation, it is possible to standardize the envi­

ronment in order to ensure that the interview is conducted in 

private; thus respondents would not have the opportunity to 

consult one another before giving their answers. It is also 

possible to record the exact time and place of the interview; 

this allows the researcher to interpret the answers more ac­

curately, especially in cases in which an important event 

occurring at the time of the interview may have influenced the 

respondent's answers. 

3 High response rate 

The personal interview results in a higher response rate than 

the mail questionnaire. Respondents who normally would not 

respond to a mail questionnaire can easily be reached and in­

terviewed . This i ncludes persons who have difficulties in 
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reading or writing, or those who do not fully understand the 

language, or simply those not willing to take the time to 

write out their answers and mail the questionnaire. 

4 Collection of supplementary information 

An interviewer can collect supplementary information about the 

respondent. This may tnclude background information about the 

respondents' personal characteristics and their environment 

that can aid the researcher in the interpretation of the re­

sults. Moreover, an interview situation often yields spon­

taneous reactions that the interviewer can record and that 

might be useful in the data analysis stage. 

Disadvantages 

1 Higher cost 

The cost of interview studies is significantly higher than 

that of mail surveys. There are costs involved in the orga­

nization required for selecting, training, and supervising 

interviewers, in paying them, and in the travel time required 

to conduct interviews. In addition, when interviews follow a 

nonstructured schedule, the cost of recording and processing 

the information is very high. 
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2 Interviewer bias 

The interview allows for greater flexibility, which is its 

chief advantage. However, sometimes this leaves room for 

personal influence and bias of the interviewer. This lack of 

standardization in the data-collection process makes inter­

viewing highly vulnerable to the bias of the interviewer . 

Although interviewers are instructed to remain objecti ve and 

avoid communicating their own personal views, some cues are 

often given and may influence the answers given by the respon­

dents. Even when verbal cues can be avoided, there are forms 

of nonverbal communication over which the interviewer may not 

have full control. Sometimes even the interviewer's race or 

sex may influence respondents who try to please the inter­

viewer by giving socially desirable answers. 

3 Lack of anonymity 

The interview lacks anonymity, which the mail questionnaire 

typically provides. Often the i nterviewer knows all or many 

of the potent i al respondents (or at least their name, address, 

and telephone number). Thus, the respondent may feel threa­

tened or intimidated by the interviewer, especially when the 

topic or some of the questions are of a sensitive nature . 
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2.4 Interview formats 

2 .4.1 Introduction 

In this section, two different types of questions are described viz. 

close and open-ended ones. Also, various types of question formats 

are discussed , viz. rating scales, for example, semantic differen­

tials and attitude indexes (arbitrary scales). 

2.4.2 Close-ended questions 

2.4.2.1 Introduction 

In this section, a definition of a close-ended question is provided. 

Also, the advantages and disadvantages of close-ended questions are 

discussed. 

According to Nachmias and Nachmias (1981), with close-ended ques ­

tions, respondents are offered a set of answers from which they are 

asked to choose the one that most clearly represents their views. 

Examples of close -ended questions are the following, viz. rating 

scales, i.e., semantic differentials and attitude indexes (arbitrary 

scales) (see sections 2.5.2, 2.5.3 and 2.5.4). These have the fol­

lowing advantages and disadvantages: 

Advantages 

1 Close-ended questions are easy to ask and quick to be answered; 
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they require no writing by either respondent or interviewer, 

and their analysis is straightforward. 

2 Close-ended questions are suitable when the researcher's ob­

jective is to lead the respondent to express agreement or dis­

agreement with an explicit point of view. 

3 The close-ended question requires less motivation to com­

municate on the part of the respondent and the response itself 

is usually less revealing to the respondent (and hence less 

threatening) than in the case of the open-ended question. 

The researcher who uses close-ended questions tends to encoun­

ter less frequent refusals to respond. 

Disadvantages 

1 Close-ended questions may introduce bias, either by forcing 

the respondent to choose from given alternatives or by making 

the respondent select alternatives that might not have other­

wise occurred. 

2 Close-ended questions do not provide opportunities for the 

interviewer to ascertain lack of information on the part of 

the respondent. 

3 Close-ended questions cannot be used in situations where the 

respondents have not yet crystallized their opinions. The 

use of these questions in these situations involves a risk 
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that in accepting one of the alternatives offered, the respon­

dent may make a choice that is quite different from an opinion 

that would have otherwise been expressed had he or she gone 

through the process of recall and evaluation of past experi­

ence . 

Open-ended questions 

2.4 . 3.1 Introducti on 

In this section, it is shown that a number of researchers used open­

ended questions in order to collect data about the empty-nest stage 

of life. A description is given of the manner in which the responses 

to these questions are coded. A definition of an open-ended question 

is also provided. Finally, the advantages and disadvantages of the 

above questions are discussed. 

In order to determine the manner in which postparental spouses eva­

luated the i r present situation, Deutscher (1964) ascertained the 

place they reserved for it in their discussion of the total life 

line. This place was revealed in their discussion of such questions 

as, "If you could divide your life into parts, which part was the 

best t i me?" and "which part was the worst time?" "How is your 1 i fe 

di fferent now from what it was when the children were at home?" "Now 

that the children have left; do you notice any difference in your 

husband (or wife)?" "How i s your life different now than it was ten 

years ago?" He did not mention how he coded these open-ended ques ­

tions. 
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In the Lowenthal and Chiriboga (1972) study, the middle-aged parents 

when reviewing their lives, were asked to describe periods of major 

change or turning points. 

In this life review section of the interview, subjects were asked to 

pinpoint and describe periods and circumstances that they found par­

ticularly frustrating, and those they found especially satisfying. 

Respondents were asked to focus only on the present and discuss 

their major current difficulties and satisfactions. These re­

searchers did not provide information about how they coded the5e 

above-mentioned open-ended questions. 

In a section of the protocol devoted to perceptions of close others 

and of social networks, respondents were asked to describe their 

spouses, their agreements and disagreements, and their sexual atti­

tudes and expectations. Perceptions of the spouse were grouped 

into two categories: positive or indulgently ambivalent and negative. 

In the Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) study, 

middle-aged respondents were asked how they thought their spouses 

would describe them. The answers to this question were rated on a 

three-point scale of positive-negative affect. 

In the same study, they were asked to review changes since marriage, 

i.e., retrospective change and to anticipate changes after the chil­

dren had left home, i.e., anticipated change. The answers to these 

two questions were rated on a four-point scale, viz. positive, 
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neutral/ambivalent, negative and no change. 

Middle-aged spouses were asked about who they regarded as the "boss" 

in their family. The answer to this question was rated on a three-

point scale, viz. male dominant, egalitarian and female dominant. 

Finally, they were asked to describe their children and tell how 

they got along with him or her. The answers to these two questions 

were rated separately on a three-point scale of positive-negative 

affect, and the average of these two ratings was used as the affect 

score for the given family member. 

Thus the above-mentioned studies used open-ended questions for a 

variety of purposes, viz. firstly, to ascertain the middle-aged res­

pondent's position vis-a-vis his/her life line and, secondly, to 

obtain information from them about the following: the periods and 

circumstances that they found particularly frustrating, and those 

they found especially satisfying, the nature of their marital rela­

tionship and finally, the nature of their relationship to their 

children. The answers to these questions were coded using a variety 

of scales, viz. three and four-point scales coded respectively as 

follows: viz. positive, neutral-ambivalent and negative, and posi­

tive, neutral/ambivalent, negative and no change. 

According to Nachmias and Nachmias (1981), open-ended questions are 

not followed by any kind of specified choice, and the respondents' 

answers are recorded in full. These have the following advantages 

and disadvantages: 
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Advantages 

Open-ended questions do not force the respondent to adapt to 

preconceived answers: having understood the intent of the 

question, one can express one's thoughts freely, spontaneously 

and in one's own language. 

2 If the answers to open-ended questions are unclear, the inter­

viewer may probe, that is, ask the respondent to explain fur­

ther or to give a rationale for something stated earlier. 

3 Open-ended questions are more appropriate when the researcher 

wishes to learn about the process by which the respondent 

arrived at a particular point of view. 

4 Open-ended questions provide opportunities for the interviewer 

to ascertain lack of information on the part of the respon­

dent, whereas close-ended questions do not. Obviously, it is 

futile to raise questions that are beyond the experiences of 

respondents. 

5 Open-ended questions are preferable in situations where the 

respondent's have not yet crystallized their opinions. 

In summary, open-ended questions, then, are flexible: they have 

possibilities of depth, they enable the interviewer to clear up mis­

understandings, and they encourage rapport. 
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Disadvantages 

Open-ended questions are difficult to answer and still more 

difficult to analyze. The researcher has to design a coding 

frame in order to classify the various answers; in this pro­

cess, the details of the information provided by the respon­

dent might get lost. In the coding of these questions, coders 

are required to exercise their own judgement in classifying 

responses according to the coding scheme. However, when given 

rules cannot be applied automatically, different coders may 

arrive at different coding. Sussman and Haug, (1967 cited in 

Nachmias and Nachmias, 1981, p.277) noted that "the largest 

component of processing error occurs in the coding phase of 

data analysis." In an independent double coding of 2,775 

cases, they found an especially high coding variability in 

responses to open-ended questions. 

Also, the researchers may be bogged down by the mass of details when 

they try to explain the data. Sometimes too little context is pre­

served for the coder to determine which details are trivial and can 

therefore be eliminated (Nachmias & Nachmias, 1981). 

2.4.4 General conclusions 

In this section, some conclusions about close and open-ended ques­

tions are drawn. 

A reference is made to some of the results from a small-scale 
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laboratory exper iment carri ed out by Oohrenwend (1965). It appeared 

that the usefulness of the replies to open and to closed questions 

was not s i gnificantly different; the pe rtinence of the replies ap­

peared to be somewhat hi gher in closed questions as to one's own 

feelings, motives, etc . , as compared to those in open questions. 

The validity of the replies to factual questions was alike, while 

open questions did not yield more "depth" informat i on than closed 

ones. Taking all evidence into account, Oohrenwend concluded, that 

the use of well-tested closed questions would be more advantageous 

to the investigator than open questions (cited in Oijkstra, & van 

der Zouwen, 1982, p.57). 

2.5 Question format 

2.5 .1 Introduction 

In this section, some of the techniques of structuring the response 

categories of close-ended questions are discussed (Nachmias & Nach­

mias, 1981) . 

2.5.2 Ra ti ng 

2.5.2.1 Introduction 

In th i s section, it is shown that a number of researchers used va­

rious types of rating scales in order to collect data about the 

empty nest stage of life. The general use of rating scales is also 

discussed. 
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In Axelson ' s (1960) study, the mothers and fathers were asked to in­

dicate their present degree of satisfaction in the seven basic life 

areas, three of which have relevance for the present thesis, viz. 

relationships to children, relationships to spouse and daily work. 

The individuals considered satisfied were those responding either 

entirely or generally satisfied, and the individuals considered dis­

satisfied were those responding either entirely or somewhat dissa­

tisfied or fairly well satisfied. 

In Glenn's (1975) study, measures of psychological well-being were 

used to compare "parental" and "postparental" persons in the broad 

age ranges of 40-49 and 50-59. The measures from the Gallup and 

NORC surveys were responses to questions on personal happiness, i.e. 

"In general, how happy would you say you are - very happy, fairly 

happy, or not happy?" and "Taken all together, how would you say 

things are these days - would you say that you are very happy, pret­

ty happy, or not too happy?" 

According to Nachmias and Nachmias (1981), one of the most common 

formats for questions asked in social science surveys is the rating 

scale. The rating scale is used wheneve r respondents are asked to 

make a judgement in terms of sets of ordered categories, such as 

"strongly agree," "favourable," or "very often." 

The response categories of such questions are termed "quantifiers," 

they reflect the intensity of the particular judgement involved . The 

following response categories are quite common : 
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Strongly agree 1 Too little 1 More 

2 Agree 2 About right 2 Same 

3 Depends 3 Too much 3 Less 

4 Disagree 

5 Strongly disagree 

The numerical codes that accompany these categories are usually in­

terpreted to represent the intensity of the response categories, so 

that the higher the number, the more intense the response. Yet it 

should be emphasized that though we assume that the quantifiers in­

volved are ordered by their intensity, it does not imply that the 

distance between them is equal. Indeed rating scales such as these 

are most often measured on ordinal levels of measurement (Nachmias & 

Nachmias, 1981). However, it is possible to treat these rating 

scales as interval levels of measurement, and in the present study, 

these will be regarded as such. According to Coombs (1953 cited in 

Nie, Hull, Jenkins, Steinbrenner & Bent, 1975, p.6), this is some-

times called an ordered metric scale. Falling between ordinal and 

interval levels, an ordered metric consists of ordered categories 

where the relative ordering of the intercategory distances is known 

even though their absolute magnitude cannot be measured. 

Abelson and Tukey (1959 cited in Nie, Hull, Jenkins, Steinbrenner & 

Bent, 1975, p.6) argue that the proper assignment of numeric values 

to the categories of ·an ordered metric scale will allow it to be 

treated as though it were measured at the interval level. Labovitz 

(1970 cited in Nie, Hull, Jenkins, Steinbrenner & Bent, 1975, p.6) 

goes further by arguing that, except for extreme situations, inter-
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val statistics can be appl ied to any ordinal - level variable. He 

argues, "Although some small error may accompany the treatment of 

ordinal variables as interval, this is offset by the use of more 

powerful, more sensitive, better developed, and more clearly inter­

pretable statistics with known sampling error." 

2.5.3 The semantic differential 

2.5.3.1 Introduction 

In this section, a particular type of rating scale is described. 

The semantic differential is another type of rating scale. It mea­

sures the respondent's reaction to some object or concept in terms 

of rating on bipolar scales defined with contrasting adjectives at 

each end. 

Good Bad 
32-10-123 

The "0" marks the neutral position on the scale, and the positions 

1-3 measure the intensities in either direction, with 1 being the 

slightest reaction and 3 the most intense. 

2.5.4 Attitude indexes (arbitrary scales) 

2.5.4.1 Introduction 

In this section, a particular type of rating scale for measuring at­

titudes is discussed. 

, 
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Attitude indexes, also referred to as arbitrary scales, involve a 

battery of questions that are selected on a a priori basis. Numeri-

cal values are assigned arbitrarily to the item or question · respon-

ses, and these values are summed to obtain total scores. These 

scores are then interpreted as indicating the attitude of the res­

pondent. 

We could arbitrarily score responses in the following ways: 

Strongly agree: 4; Agree: 3; Uncertain: 2; Disagree : 1; and 

Strongly disagree: O. 

The index is also termed an arbitrary scale because there was noth­

ing about the procedure to guarantee that anyone statement or item 

tapped the same attitude as the other items. 

In the present study, the previously described semantic differen­

tials in a modified form (see section 2.5.3) and the attitude in­

dexes (arbitrary scales) (see above), in a modified form, were 

included in the Family Attitude Survey (FAS) (see Appendix pp.28l-

287) • The reasons why the scores of the items in the above survey 

were not added together to form subscales, and to obtain total 

scores, are the following: firstly, despite the fact, that the items 

residing under each of the themes around which the survey was struc­

tured, were theoretically similar, in a broad sense, they were not 

similar enough in nature and content to lend themselves to the for­

mation of scales, for example (see section 2.6.3.1 pp.123-l29 - the 

menopausal items). Secondly, in most instances, the items included 

under the same theme, were purposely constructed to be diverse 

theoretically, in a sense, in order to measure the complexity of 

theoretical issues concerning the empty nest. Thus, the advantages 
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of using the attitude indexes (arbitrary scales) in the strict metho­

dological sense, were outweighed by the disadvantages that this would 

create, because of the following, viz., it would oversimplify the 

analysis of variables included in the study, through the process of 

reduction, even though this was not feasible on theoretical grounds. 

Furthermore, in those instances, where the items were similar enough 

in nature and content to be added together, it was decided against 

doing this, for the following reasons: firstly, in most cases, the 

correlations between these items were low, and therefore, it was not 

feasible empirically to add them together to form scales. Secondly, 

the items in the survey, were not structured in a way, which was con­

ducive to the formation of scales, i.e. for a scale to be valid, it 

should comprise a battery of items, and in this survey, where the 

items were similar enough in content to be added together, one was 

precluded from doing this, because of the lack of availability of 

multiple items, for example (see section 2.6.3.1 - the attitudes to­

wards the past items comprised two items - pp.132-l34). Thirdly, the 

items included in the survey consisted of modified bipolar opposites, 

and modified attitude index statements, and therefore, it would be 

incorrect to include items which had been constructed in essentially 

two different manners, under the same subscale. 

Finally, the intention was to use the factor analysis as a means for 

identifying item clusters, which would have formed the basis of 

scales. However, it did not yield meaningful clusters, it was 

difficult to interpret, and that together with the fact that the 

items which had common themes, had rather low correlations, led to 

the decision not to attempt to concatenate the items into subscales. 
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2.6 The present study 

2.6.1 Sampling 

In the present study, the empty nest stage of life was defined as 

that period in the family when the youngest child matriculates, i.e. 

when the youngest child completes his final standard at high school 

(Lowenthal & Chiriboga, 1972). In other words, the parents were 

anticipating the empty nest stage of life because there was a strong 

likelihood that their youngest child would leave home for univer-

sity, army, etc., the following year. 

The above-mentioned definition was preferred to Deutscher's (1964) 

definition of postparental couple, (i.e. husband and wife were both 

alive and living together, both between the ages of 40 and 65, and 

having had from one to four children all of whom had been launched), 

for the following reasons: 

1 The names of postparental couples could be obtained from high 

schools, which are usually relatively accessible locations for 

obtaining the names of research subjects; 

2 It would also obviate conducting a door-to-door survey in or-

der to locate postparental couples who complied with Deut­

scher's (1964) definition. 

A decision was made to use matched husbands and wives in the sample, 

i.e., they were married to each other in comparison with the Lowen-

. . 
I 
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thal and Chiriboga (1972) study where the spouses included in their 

sample were not married to each other. This was done because Schram 

(1979) stated that a major methodological weakness in 'he overwhel­

ming majority of research in this area has been the collection of 

data on individuals (males and females) with the subsequent inferen­

ces being made to the postparental family unit (husband and wife). 

When data is taken from individual responses without matching the 

pair, then one cannot validly infer to the dyad. It seems imperative 

that the responses for the dyadic family unit (husband and wife) are 

matched in order to comprehend the phenomenon being studied. Male/ 

female variations provide incomplete information about the couple. 

Therefore this can be considered a methodological improvement on 

previous studies of the empty nest . 

The headmasters and headmistresses of four high schools in the city 

of Port Elizabeth, South Africa, were approached for the names of 

those pupils who were the youngest in their fami l ies and were about 

to matriculate in 1983. The names of seventy ' white' postparenta1 

couples were obtained in this manner. This type of sampling is 

called nonprobabi1ity purposive sampling (Nachmias & Nachmias, 1981; 

Thurnher, 1983) (see section 2.1.3). The major advantages of non­

probability samples are convenience and economy which under certain 

ci rcumstances may outweigh the risks involved in not using proba­

bility sampling. 

Port Elizabeth has a 'white' population of 144 450. It is the fifth 

largest city in South Africa. A letter was sent out to these couples 

in January 1984, explaining to them that a research project was 
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being conducted on attitudes towards middle age among married cou­

ples, and also inviting them to participate in this research study. 

The response to this appeal was very poor. In fact, only one couple 

replied to this letter. A copy of this letter is given in the Appen­

dix (p.288). 

A decision was taken to make telephonic contact with these families. 

They were told that a research project on attitudes towards middle 

age was being conducted among married couples, and were also given 

an explanation about what they would be required to do during the 

interviews should they agree to participate in this project. The 

response to this appeal was far more successful and thirty-five 

postparental couples agreed to participate in the study. Thirty­

five couples refused to participate. Thus a fifty percent response 

rate was obtained. There were thirty-five males and thirty-five 

females in the sample. The mean age of the subjects was 49.5, and 

the standard deviation was 4.9. 

2.6.2 Method 

At the outset of this research investigation, a number of research 

methodological questions had to be faced. Decisions had to be made 

about the following issues, viz. whether to include close-ended or 

open-ended questions in the survey. A decision was taken to include 

the former, in preference to the latter in it, because the litera­

ture on middle age was very extensive and therefore it was possible 

to formulate hypotheses from existing theory, and also to derive 

preconstructed categories from it. In such a situation, close-ended 
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questions are more suitable than open-ended questions. Open-ended 
questions are more appropriate in exploratory research where con­
cepts are not well defined, and the researcher is faced by a mass of 

raw data for which ready-made categories do not exist. In such a 
situation, open-ended questions are more suitable because 'they per­
mit concrete categories to be adapted to the data (Nachmias & Nach­

mias, 1981). 

2.6.3 Construction of the Family Attitude Survey (FAS) 

In the construction of this survey, an extensive review of middle 

age research literature was undertaken and a pool of attitude items 

were generated. It was labelled 'Attitude Survey', which was con-

ceived as a global term, in order to denote that the items included 

in it, measure the respondent's views about issues concerning the 

empty nest. It consisted of two parts. Part 1 was labelled Basic 

Information and Part 2 was called Attitude Questionnaire. The 

former required that the respondent provide personal particulars 

about himself/herself, i.e., sex, age, last standard passed at 

school, completed years of education after school and the first 

language of the respondent. In the interview the use of such ques-

tions aids in building rapport (Babbie, 1973 cited in Dijkstra & 

van der Zouwen, 1982 p.30). The latter consisted of two parts. 

The first part contained five open-ended questions about the respon­

dent's family of origin, i.e., (the respondent's family before he/ 

she' was married), and family of procreation, i.e., (the respondent's 

family when he/she was married). These questions are not discussed 

in the thesis. The second part explored the respondent's attitudes 

towards middle age. This consisted of forty attitude statements or-

ganized around eight major themes. These were the following: empty 

nest, ageing, sexuality, menopause, the work career, attitudes to-
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wards the past, future and death. These nine-point attitude state-

ments were divided into two kinds, viz. modi f ied semantic differen-

tials, i.e., (the bipolar opposites were not adjectives but were 

phrases, for example: 

11 Do you feel that what happens to your child/children in his/ 

her/their future life/lives will for the most part depend 

largely on you? 

Out of 
my hands 1 -2- -3- 4 -5- - 6- - 7- """"8 -9-

Depend on 
me 

and attitude indexes (arbitrary scales) arranged on a continuum ran-

ging from very strongly disagree to very strongly agree, for example : 

30 It is difficult for me to accept that I am getting older. 

Very strongly 
di sagree I -2- -3- -4- -5- -6- - 7- """"8 -9-

Very strongly 
agree 

Key: 1 ; Very strongly disagree 2 ; Strongly disagree 
3 ; Oi sagree 4 ; Slightly disagree 
5 Undecided 6 ; Slightly agree 
7 ; Agree 8 ; Strongly agree 
9 ; Very strongly agree 

A decision was made to use nine-point modified semantic differen -

tials and attitude indexes (arbitrary scales), because Bendig (1953) 

established experimentally that the reliability of the self-ratings 

begin to decrease markedly when the scales consisted of more than 

nine scale points (cited in Dijkstra & van der Zouwen, 1982, p.74). 
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A filter device was also included on the rating scales, i.e., 5 -

undecided, because this would filter out a relatively large number 

of the uninformed (Oijkstra & van der Zouwen, 1982). 

The above-mentioned statements appear on page 9 to page 15 of the 

Family Attitude Survey (FAS). A description of these statements is 

given below. A complete copy of the Family Attitude Survey (FAS) 

is given in the Appendix (pp.273-287). 

2.6.3.1 Theoretical support for attitude statements in Family 

Attitude Survey (FAS) 

In this section, theoretical validation is provided for the attitude 

statements contained in the Family Attitude Survey (FAS), using em­

pirical findings and theories from previous empirical studies and 

theorists (see chapter 1 all sections). 

6.1.1 Individual timetables: on-time and off-time events 

In this section in chapter 1, it was shown that adults have expec­

tations about sequences of major life events - not only what those 

events should be but when they should occur (Neugarten, 1970; Neu­

garten & Hagestad, 1976; Butler & Lewis, (1977 cited in Rossi, 1980, 

p.121). 

The predictable on-time events when they occur are not disruptive, 

the events are anticipated and rehearsed, the grief work completed, 

and the reconciliation achieved without breaking this sense of 
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continuity of life. For example, men and women expect their children 

to grow up and leave home just as they did themselves in their own 

youth, and their feelings of relief and pride are important compo­

nents of their mixed emotions. It is the unexpected not the expec­

ted, which is likely to represent the traumatic event as when 

marriage does not occur at its desired or appropriate time; when 

the empty nest, occupational achievement and grandparenthood occur 

off-time (Neugarten, 1970; Neugarten & Datan, 1974; Rossi, 1980). 

Thurnher, Spence and Lowenthal (1974) contend that a slower pacing 

in the development of marriage and career plans in their young 

rather than any basic differences in values and aspirations is a 

source of stress for the parent generation. Bourque and Back (1977) 

advance that an event like children leaving home is perceived most 

strongly if it occurs at the wrong time: children leaving is least 

traumatic during the 50s - perhaps say the authors the "normal" age 

for such departures. 

Modified bipolar statements 8, 10 and 16 were asked in order to 

determine the extent to which middle-aged parents would express 

concern if they found themselves in the position where their chil­

dren were aged between twenty-five and thirty years of age and had 

not yet settled down properly in their jobs, were still staying at 

home, or had not yet married. 

8 How would a mother/father 1 ike you feel if your child/children 

was/were aged between twenty-five and thirty years of age and 

had not yet settled down properly in his/her/their job/s? 



Sti 11 
plenty of 
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time for -1- -2- -3- T -5- -6- -7- -8- -9-
he/she/ 
them to 
do so 

Worry he/ 
she/they 
cannot 
earn their 
own 1 iving 

10 How would a mother/father like you feel if your child/children 

was/were in his/her/their middle to late twenties and was/were 

still staying at home? 

Worry he/ 
she/they 

Not 
bother 
me - 1- 2- 3- 4- 5- 6-7-8- 9 cannot 

stand on 
their own 
two feet 

16 How would a mother/father like you feel if your child/children 

was/were aged between twenty-five and thirty years of age and 

had not yet married? 

Not 
upset 
me -,- -2- -3- T -5- - 6- - 7- 8 -9-

Fear he/ 
she/they 
wi 11 
rema in 
single 

Modified bipolar statement 13 focus ed on the extent to which they 

would feel upset if their children waited a long time after they 

were married before deciding to have children, 

13 How would a mother/father 1 ike you feel if your child/children 

waited a long time after he/she/they was/were married before 

deciding to have a child/children? 



Not 
upset 
me 
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-1- -2- -3- "4" -5- -6- -7- """8 -9-

Anxious 
to have 
grand­
chil dren 

Thus in the above instances, their children may not have made their 

adjustments to these major life events at the appropriate times. 

1.1 . 3 The empty nest as turning point, frustration or satisfaction 

In thi s section in chapter 1, a number of studies and theories, viz. 

Deutscher (1964), the Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry (1973) 

and Anderson et al. (1977 cited in McCullough, 1980, p.176) suggest 

that the departure of children from the home constitutes a loss for 

the middle-aged parents. 

In Deutscher's study, some subjects showed an inability to fill the 

gap the empty place in the family which arose as a consequence of 

the departure of the children. 

The Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry contend that when a 

child leaves home - to further his education, to serve in the Armed 

Forces, to assume a job in a distant place, or to get married it 

is a loss that leaves a definite empty place in the family circle. 

In Anderson's et al. study, one of the questions tapped parents' 

anticipated reactions when their children, now in adolescence would 

eventually leave home . They discovered that 33% expected a loss of 

a sense of family. 
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However, Lowenthal and Chiriboga (1972) found that this event is not 

viewed as a low point, turning point, frustration or a current pro-

blem by the parents . In their study, the present period, i .e., the 

period just prior to the respondent's last child graduating from 

high school included the lowest points in the 1 ife charts for only 

five middle-aged parents (three women and two men). 

For very few was the present (for most, a few months before the 

youngest child was to leave high school) singled out as a turning 

poi nt. Also, no man or woman cited the past or impending departure 

of a child as frustrating. Furthermore, neither men nor women sin-

gled out the impending departure of the youngest child as a current 

problem. 

Anderson et al. found that some parents express relief that this 

event has taken place and even welcome the new challenges that it 

poses. 

Modified bipolar statement 9 was asked in order to determine the ex-

tent to which middle-aged parents experience relief or di smay when 

their children depart from the home. 

9 Does a mother/father 1 ike you feel pleased when your child/ 

children start leaving home to live on his/her/their own? 

Pleased 
Relieved --,-- -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Not 
pleased 
Not 
relieved 
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Modified bipolar statement 15 was asked in order to ascertain the 

extent to which middle-aged parents experience a se nse of loss when 

their children leave home, i.e., they are saddened by this event. 

15 Does a mother/father 1 ike you feel sad when your child/chil-

dren start leaving home to live on his/her/their own? 

Not 
sad I -2- -3- T -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

1.1.4 The clinging parent 

Very 
sad 

In this section in chapter 1, a number of studies and theories have 

indicated that the over-involved parent's ability to allow their 

children to separate is impaired, viz., Burgess and Locke (1945), 

Fried and Stern (1948), Cavan (1958), Oliver (1977), and Stein, 

Holzman, Karasu and Charles (1978). 

Some parents continue t'o direct, supervise and make decisions for 

adolescent and older sons and daughters. They also rely heavily on 

their grown children for emotional satisfaction. For some there is 

an excessive wish to protect their children. This role often becomes 

accentuated and is overplayed as son or daugh ter disobeys the paren-

tal instructions or openly rebels. Parents who play an outdated 

parental role underestimate the abilities of their children to fend 

for themselves and therefore are filled with fears and insecurities 

(Burgess & Locke, 1945; Fried & Stern, 1948; Cavan, 1958). 
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Nonpatient respondents displayed a lower ranking of concern about 

children than patient respondents in the later years, i.e., (44-50 

and 51 -60), in the Stein, Holzman, Karasu and Charles (1978) study . 

r10dified bipolar statements 11 and 14 and attitude index statements 

29, 39, 42, 46 and 47 were asked in order to determine the extent to 

which parents were optimally-involved or over-involved with their 

children. Modified bipolar statement 11 focused on the extent to 

which middle-aged parents believed that the course of their chi1-

dren's future lives was out of their hands or depended on them. 

11 Do you feel that what happens to your child/children in his/ 

her/their future life/lives will for the most part depend 

largely on you? 

Out of my Depend 
hands I - 2- -3- ""4 -5- -6- - 7- 8 -9- on me 

Modified bipolar statement 14 focused on the extent to which parents 

felt confident/not hopeful that their children would be able to man-

age on their own when they left home. 

14 Do/did you feel hopeful that your child/children will/would be 

able to manage on his/her/their own when he/she/they 1eave/s 

home? 



Confident 
he/she/ 
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they can -1- -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-
manage 

Not hope­
ful he/s he/ 
they can 
care for 
themselves 

Attitude index statement 20 focused on the extent to which parents 

felt they should not tell their grown-up children what to do now as 

much as they used to when they were younger. 

29 Now that my child/children is/are grown-up, I feel that it is 

important that I do not tell him/her/them what to do now as 

much as I used to when he/she/they was/were younger. 

Very 
s trongl y 
di sagree -,- -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 

Attitude index statement 39 focused on the extent to which parents 

believed they were better judges of when their children should get 

married than them. 

39 I feel that I am a better judge of when my child/children 

should get married than he/she/they is/are. 

Very 
strongly 
di sagree -,- -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 9 

Very 
strongly 
agree 

Attitude index statement 42 focused on the extent to which parents 

found it difficult to accept that their children were grown-up now 

and could care for themselves without needing so much of their help 
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as they used to. 

42 I must say that it is hard for me to accept that my child/ 

children is/are grown-up now and can care for himself/herself/ 

themselves without needing so much of my help as he/she/they 

used to. 

Very 
strongly 
di sa gree T -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 

Attitude index statement 46 focused on the extent to which parents 

felt proud that their children were grown - up now and could care for 

themselves without needing to get so much help from them as they 

used to. 

46 I feel proud that my child/children is/are grown-up now and 

he/she/they can care for himself/herself/themselves without me 

needing to give him/her/them so much help as I used to. 

Very 
strongly 
disagree I -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 

Attitude index statement 47 focused on the extent to which parents 

would tell their grown-up children what to do now as much as they 

used to when they were younger . 

47 Although my child/children is/are grown-up, I will tell him/ 

her/them what to do now as much as I used to when he/she/they 

was/were younger. 



111 

Very 
strongly 
disagree I -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 

1.1.5 Problems of empty nest women 

In this section in chapter I, a number of theorists, viz. (Cavan, 

1958; Lidz, 1968; Marmor, 1968; Duvall, 1971; Group for the Ad-

vancement of Psychiatry, 1973; Troll, 1975) contend that the at-

tainment of adulthood by children and their departure from the home 

appears to have a more detrimental impact on mothers than fathers. 

Cavan states that when children withdraw from the family, the father 

is less affected than the mother. Proud though he may be of his 

children, he is not so dependent upon them for status as their 

mother. 

Lidz advances that the maternal functions, which have constituted 

her central interest and molded her activity for two or more de-

cades, come to an end. Concerns for her children may remain a domi-

nant interest, but they are in the form of thoughts and feelings and 

no longer take up much of her time and effort. She feels that her 

major life function has been completed. Though she may be pleased 

and even relieved at the release from so much work and responsibi-

lity, she usually also has regrets and feels an emptiness in her 

1 i fe. 

Marmor writes that in middle age, the functional role of a woman as 

a mother assumes less importance, with children becoming less atten-
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tive. Consequently, many middle-aged women are apt to feel as 

though they are being discarded and retired to a cultural ash heap, 

while men are still able t o feel relatively needed and involved in 

the outside world. 

Duvall contends that it is an unusual woman who really enjoys re­

linquishing her active role as mother, to see her children whom she 

loved and cared for for twenty years, pack their suitcases and leave 

home. A woman's children represent for her more than they do for 

her husband, not only her emotional investment of adulthood until 

now, but also the main reason for her existence. Throughout her 

life as a wife and mother, her children have been her job. Now, 

when they leave, she feels that they take with them her very reason 

fo r bei ng. 

The Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry advance that women are 

more seriously affected by loss of children from the home than men 

because the day-to-day care of their children has been an important 

part of their lives and therefore their emotional investment is 

heavier. 

Troll states that the ending of direct child-rearing with the de­

parture of the last child from the home (the empty nest) has more 

important consequences for the wife than for the husband. 

Modified bipolar statement 12 was asked in order to determine whe­

ther mothers are more adversely affected by their children's depar­

ture from the home than fathers. 
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12 Who do you think will be more upset when all your child/chil-

dren has/have left home to live on his/her/their own, you or 

your husband/wife? 

I wi 11 
feel more 
upset -1- -2- 3 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

1.1.6 Parent-child relationships 

My husband/ 
wife wi 11 
feel more 
upset 

In this section in chapter 1, it is pointed out that there are con-

flicting findings and theories regarding parent-child relationships 

and the empty-nest stage of life, i.e., some studies and theories 

focused on the positive aspects of the parent-child relationship, 

viz. Gurin, Veroff and Feld (1960) and Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiri­

boga and Associates (1975), while other studies focused on the nega-

tive aspects of the parent-child relationship, viz. Peterson (1968), 

Vincent (1972), Lurie (1974), Thurnher, Spence and Lowenthal (1974) 

and Notman (1979). In addition, one study by Deutscher (1964) des-

cribed some empty-nest parents who perceived themselves to be fai-

lures as parents. 

Gurin, Veroff and Feld found that more parents between forty-five 

and fifty-four report satisfying relationships with their children 

than at any other age group. 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates observed that parental 

descriptions of children, including teenage children were predomi-

nantly benign. 
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Peterson and Vincent focused on the intergenerational conflict be­

tween middle-aged parents and their adolescent children and young 

adult children about the values and attitudes of the latter. 

Lurie states 

children (who 

1 ike 1 y to say 

time. 

that empty-nest parents experiencing their adolescent 

are going through a transitional stage) are most 

that being a parent is most difficult at the present 

Thurnher, Spence and Lowenthal noted that about three-fourths of the 

middle-aged parents reported some conflict with the children. For 

the most part these confl icts could best be termed "mild" or "mode­

rate" and only occasionally amounted to resentment or rejection of 

the child. 

Notman advances that adolescent children may be sexually and aggres­

sively provocative, challenging or disappointing. 

Deutscher writes that one problem of some of the respondents in his 

study was connected to the final recognition and definition in re­

trospect of oneself as a "failure", in terms of the child-rearing 

process. 

Modified bipolar statement 18 was asked in order to ascertain the 

extent to which parents find their children a pleasure or disap­

pointment at the empty nest stage of life. 
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18 How do you feel about the way your child/children behave? 

They make 
me feel 
proud -1- -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Their 
behaviour 
does not 
please me 

Attitude index statement 44 was asked in order to determine the de-

gree tQ which parents are disappointed in the relationship that they 

have with some of their children. 

44 I feel disappointed because I have an unhappy relationship 

with some of my child/children. 

Very 
strongly 
di sagree -1- -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 

Modified bipolar statement 17 focused on the extent to which empty-

nest parents believe that they have been successful parents or fai-

lures as parents. 

17 How good a parent do you feel you have been to your child/ 

children? 

Good 
mother 
father -,- -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Bad 
mother 
father 
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4 The changing body 

In this section in chapter 1, it is shown that middle-aged adults 

become aware that they are getting older because of physical signs 

of ageing. Such signs as thinning and graying hair, wrinkling skin 

and a tendency to put on weight, especially in the "potbelly" area 

make both men and women aware of the arrival of middle age (Peck, 

1968; Marmor, 1968). These signs of ageing and bodily decline may 

evoke a major and painful crisis (Marmor, 1968; Collin,1979). 

Both middle-aged men and women become aware of a decrease in physi­

cal strength, stamina, a tendency to tire more easily, indigestive 

difficulties, insomnia, and "nervous headaches" (Peck, 1968). It is 

also indicated that middle-aged respondents express concern about 

their health during the middle years . According to Feldman (1964), 

launching and launched couples usually express concern about their 

health during the 50s (Gould, 1972). 

Modified bipolar statement 19 was asked in order to ascertain how 

parents feel as they get older, i.e., stronger, happier, more live­

ly/weaker, unhappier, more depressed . The purpose of this question 

was to determine the extent to which ageing evokes a physical and 

mental reappraisal in middle-aged subjects. 

19 In general as you get older how do you find yourself feeling? 



Stronger 
Happier 
More 
1 i ve 1 y 

117 

-,- -2- -3- ""4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Weaker 
Unhappier 
More 
depressed 

Attitude index statement 30 was asked in order to determine the ex-

teryt to which middle-aged subjects find it difficult to accept that 

they are getting older. 

30 It is difficult for me to accept that I am getting older. 

Very 
strongly 
disagree -,- -2- -3- ""4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 

Modified bipolar statement 20 was asked in order to determine the 

extent to which middle-aged respondents are pleased/dissatisfied 

with the condition of their bodies. 

20 Do you feel pleased with the condition of your body? 

My body 
is in 
good 
shape 

-,- -2- -3- ""4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

My body 
is in 
bad 
shape 

Attitude index statement 36 was asked in order to determine the ex-

tent to which health means more to the respondents now than it used 

to. 

36 My health means more to me now than it used to. 



Very 
strongly 
disagree 
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-1- -2- -3- ""4 -5- -6- -7- 8 - 9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 

2.1.1 Human sexual response: the aging female and the aging male 

In this section in chapter 1, Kinsey, Pomeroy and Martin (1953) state: 

It must be emphasized that the decline in the incidence 
and frequency of marital coitus do not provide any 
evidence that the female ages in her sexual capacity. It 
is the male's aging (and loss of capacity) rather than 
the female's loss of interest or capacity which is re­
flected in her decl ine (cited in Pfeiffer, Verwoerdt & 
Davis, 1972, p.87). 

In contrast to the above-mentioned findings, Pfeiffer, Verwoerdt and 

Davis (1972) found that there was a decline in current sexual inte-

rest among men in each of the age brackets from 45 to 60 years of 

age, viz. (46-50, 51-55, 56-60). 

Among the women, a similar pattern of declining sexual interest was 

shown. Overall, the data clearly indicates a pattern of decline in 

sexual interest from the younger to the older age categories for 

both men and women. 

In the youngest age group, i.e., (46-50),51 percent of the men re-

ported no decline in sexual interest up to that time. But this 

percentage dwindled in a stepwise fashion for each succeeding age 

grou p. The sharpest drop in the proportion reporting no awareness 

of decline occurred between the group aged 46-50 and that aged 51-55. 
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Among the women, a somewhat lower proportion reported no decline in 

sexual interest. In the youngest age group this proport ion was 42 

percent, declining again in a stepwise manner to 4 percent in the 

oldest age group, i.e. (56-60). As with the men, the sharpest drop 

in the proportion reporting no awareness of decline occurred in the 

46-50 and the 51-55 age groups. 

Modified bipolar statement 21 was asked in order to determine whe-

ther the spouse's current degree of sexual interest had lessened 

compared to t en years ago. 

21 How interested are you in sex now compared to ten years ago? 

t~uch 
more 
now I - 2- - 3- ""4 -5- - 6- -7- 8 -9-

same 

2.1 Sex in marriage: At 40 and beyond 

Much 
1 ess 
now 

In this section in chapter 1, it is noted that there has been a ten-

dency by the following researchers, viz. (Dentler, 1960; Brayshaw, 

1962 ; Feldman, 1964; Westley & Epstein, 1960; Pineo, 1968 & Troll, 

(1970 cited in Cleveland, 1976, p.233) to underestimate the impor-

tance of sex in older marriages. Research by Brayshaw (1962 cited 

in Cleveland, 1976, p.233) shows that older married couples may ac-

tually present with more sexual problems than young couples. Final­

ly, Cleveland (1976) contends that our culture underestimates the 

importance of sex in aging marriages. 
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2.1.1 Human sexual response: the aging female and the aging male 

In this section in chapter 1, Stein, Holzman, Karasu and Charles 

(1978) found that non patients ranked sex at a low point at ages 51-

60. There was an increase in the ranking of sex primarily among 

the neurotic group at ages 51-60. In addition to the lessening of 

the component of biological drive in mid - and late adulthood, they 

hypothesized that in the context of growing intimacy, with increa-

singly stable relationships, the importance of sex as an isolated 

activity diminishes. This is reflected in the nonpatients' lower 

rankings of importance of sex at higher ages. 

Modified bipolar statement 22 focused on the current degree of im-

portance that the spouse attached to his/her sexual relationship 

compared with t he time when he/she was newly married, i.e., whether 

he/she regarded his/her sexual relationship as more important now or 

less importa nt now. 

22 How important is your sexual relationship with your husband/ 

wife now compared with the time when you were a young married 

couple? 

Huch more 
important 
now -,- -2- -3- /I -5- -6- -7-"89 

same 

Much 1 ess 
important 
now 
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2.1.1 Human sexual response: the aging female and the aging male 

In this section in chapter 1, c1 inica1 evidence appears to show that 

by middle age many women have overcome the repressions that limited 

their sex lives early in marriage, and with the advent of the meno­

pause, with its removal of the fear of pregnancy, enjoy sex experi­

ence more in the middle years than ever before in the marriage (Neu ­

garten & Datan, 1974) . 

In contrast to the above-mentioned clinical evidence, Lowenthal and 

Chiriboga (1972) present the responses of males who predominantly 

reported increased sexual activity and increased sexual satisfaction 

in the postparenta1 stage. The postparenta1 females generally report 

a dec1 ine in sexual frequency and/or sexual satisfaction. 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) focused on 

changes in the quality of sexual experiences, i.e., retrospective 

change from the time their subjects were newlywed until the present 

time, i.e., the empty nest stage. For the older groups, i.e . , 

(middle-aged men and women and pre-retired men and women), questions 

of sexual intimacy and optimal sexual adjustment had been supplanted 

by other existential concerns, and changes were no longer as consis­

tently positive. In general, middle-aged men tended to be more posi­

tive, the pre-retirees less positive, than women in these groups, 

who were roughly similar to each other. Middle-aged men were most 

likely to state that no change in satisfaction had occurred (almost 

half) . 
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Approximately one third of the older people, i.e., (empty-nest sub-

jects and pre-retirees) reported increasing sexual satisfaction. 

Modified bipolar statement 23 focused on the degree of current sex-

ual satisfaction experienced by the spouse compared to ten years 

ago, i.e., whether he/she regarded it as more enjoyable now or less 

enjoyabl e now. 

23 How enjoyable do you find your sexual relationship with your 

husband/wife now compared to ten years ago? 

t10re 
enjoyable -,-- -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

same 

Less 
enjoyable 

2.1.1 Human sexual response: the aging female and the aging male 

In thi s section in chapter 1, Masters and Johnson (1966 cited in 

Neugarten, 1968, p.275) report that after age 50, the incidence of 

sexual inadequacy increases dramatically in men. 

Soddy (1967) writes that for men, the perception of decline in sex-

ual prowess is COnsidered a serious crisis. 

Strickler (1975) states that a man often experiences a loss when he 

becomes concerned about the emotional issue of decl ining sexual po-

tency. This is often related to adolescent-type conflicts about 

sexual identity. If he cannot successfully continue to repress these 

feelings, symptoms of depression and anxiety can emerge. 
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Attitude index statement 33 focused on whether the male respondent 

worries about current decl ine in sexual functioning, or is not per-

turbed by current decline in sexual functioning compared to ten 

yea rs ago. 

33 I worry that I am not able to get as sexually excited now as I 

could five years ago. 

Very 
strongly 
disagree 

-1- -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

3.1 Female attitudes to the menopause 

Very 
strongly 
agree 

In this section in chapter 1, the emphasis is on the psychological 

significance that the middle-age woman accords to the menopause, 

i.e . , whether she regards it as a positive or negative event. 

Neugarten and her associates (Neugarten, Wood, Kraines & Loomis, 

1963) sampled attitudes toward menopause from 100 women between the 

ages of 45 and 55. A variety of attitudes were discerned. Some 

women were scared of having mental breakdowns. Some women seemed to 

be worried about the menopause but were actively defending against 

their anxiety. They would repeat advice like: "If you keep busy, 

you won't think about it, and you'll be all right ... " A third group, 

especially at the upper middle-class level felt that the menopause 

had no psychological importance for them. 

Kraines and Wood (1965 cited in Neugarten & Datan, 1974, p.602) 
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studied 100 working-class and middle-class women aged between 43 and 

53. They found that these women negated the importance of the meno­

pause, regarding it as unlikely to cause much anxiety or stress. 

Among the aspects disliked most about middle age, only one woman of 

the 100 mentioned menopause, and even after much time was allocated 

to the topic on two different interview occasions, only one third 

could think of a way that a woman's emotional health was likely to 

be negatively affected. A majority contended that any changes in 

emotional status during the climacteric period were a consequence of 

idiosyncratic factors or individual differences in general ability 

to endure stress. 

3.1.1 Depression and the menopause 

In this section in chapter 1, the first focus is on the relative 

contribution of endocrine changes and ' psychosocial variables to de­

pression at the menopause. The second focus is on whether depression 

exists as a clinical entity at the menopause. 

Winokur (1973) states that depression has been associated with the 

menopause but seems to be more clearly connected to psychosocial 

variables than to endocrine changes, although depression does con­

stitute an important c1 inica1 syndrome. 

Weisman and K1erman (1977) review the evidence for the relationship 

between depression and female endocrine status and state that the 

pattern of relationship of endocrine to clinical statue is inconclu­

sive. They believe that there is good evidence statistically that 
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the menopause does not increase rates of depression. 

~lodified bipolar statement 24 was asked in order to determine the 

extent to which women are relieved or upset when their periods come 

to an end in later life . 

24 How do women like you feel when your periods come to an end in 

later life? (Women only) 

Relieved I -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- "8 -9- Upset 

3.1.5 The termination of a woman's reproductive capacity and meno­

pause 

In this section in chapter 1, it is shown that there are confl icting 

findings about this issue. A number of theorists (Cavan, 1958; 

Chilman, 1968; Lidz, 1968; Notman, 1978) contend that the middle-

aged mother is likely to regret, become depressed, or at least be 

ambivalent about, her declining, or terminated reproductive capa-

city . According to Chilman, her forebodings of increasing decline 

may be intensified by her awareness that her adolescent daughter (if 

she has one) is, sexually and reproductively on the upgrade . Cavan 

suggests that the actual inability to reproduce is felt more as a 

sign of loss of youthfulness and vitality than because it prevents 

women from having more chil dren, while L idz advances an opposite 

view, namely, that a woman's self-esteem is often cl osel y related to 

her capacity to bear children. The woman feels the loss of this 
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badge of womanhood - an indicator of her capacity to reproduce 

that has provided feelings of worth. Notman contends that depression 

is a response to a loss of reproductive capacity. However, Kraines 

and Wood (1965 cited in Neugarten & Datan, 1974, p.605) observed 

that their data did not support the contention that the termination 

of fertility is considered a major loss among working-class and 

middle-class women who were aged between 43 and 53. Among the 100 

American women they interviewed, no regret over lost fertility was 

voiced; on the contrary, many women said they were happy to have 

completed childrearing. Neugarten (1976) reviews one of her studies 

of the menopause where she selected a group of a 100 white women 

aged 45 to 55. 

Thirty percent of the women stated that the best thing about the 

menopause was not having to worry about getting pregnant. On the 

other hand, only four percent of the women stated that the worst 

thing about the menopause was not being able to have more children. 

Modified bipolar statement 25 was asked in 

extent to which women feel relieved or 

longer able to have children once their 

later life. 

order to determine the 

unhappy when they are no 

periods have stopped in 

25 How do women like you feel when you are no longer able to have 

a child/children once your periods have stopped in later life? 

(Women only) 
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Relieved 1 -2- -3- 4"" -5- -6- -7- 8 -9- Unhappy 

3.1.4 Menopause and marriage 

In this section in chapter 1, Crawford and Hooper (1973) asked 

forty-three postparental women a series of questions in order to 

discover their perceptions of their marital relationship and it's 

hypothesized relationship to the menopause. None of these features 

of the marital relationship were related in any way to menopausal 

state or to the reporting or type of symptoms . 

Also, Cavan (1958) contends that some women may misinterpret their 

husband's neglect of them, as a consequence of his occupational 

striving, as an indication that the physical changes that they un ­

dergo as a result of the menopause, makes them unattractive and 

unappeal ing . 

Modified bipolar statement 26 was asked in order to determine the 

extent to which wives believe their husbands will feel more loving 

towards them or less loving towards them when they are no longer 

able to have their periods. 

26 How loving will/did your husband feel towards you when you 

are/were no longer able to have your periods? (Women only) 



Will/did 
feel more 
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loving 1-2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Will/did 
feel less 
1 ovi ng 
towa rds 
me 

towards same 
me 

3.1.3 Sexual ity and the menopause 

In this section in chapter 1, a number of studies (Neugarten, Wood, 

Kraines & Loomis, 1963; Neugarten, 1976) show that the majority of 

women believe that the menopause has no impact on their sexuality. 

However, a minority of women expressed a number of differing atti-

tudes about the manner in which the menopause influences it. Some 

of them stated that sexual activity became less important with the 

advant of the menopause, while others contended that sexual rela-

tions became more enjoyable. Some also contended that the best thing 

about the menopause was that it brought about a better relationship 

with their husbands. A few also advanced that sexual relations 

became less enjoyable. 

Finally, a number of theorists (Chilman, 1968; Lidz, 1968) contend 

that men and women believe that the menopause does have a detrimen-

tal effect on a woman's sexual responsiveness and ability to enjoy 

sex and this may cause a woman to feel that she will become an unat-

tractive old woman whose husband may properly seek sexual satisfac-

tion el sewhere. Lidz advances further that such concerns have no 

basis in fact. Indeed, there is now ample evidence that, in general, 

the woman's potential for sexual responsivity throughout middle age 

is greater than the man's. Chilman speculates further that along 

with the physiological changes associated with the start (or middle 
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or end) of the menopause, she also may feel disturbed lest she may 

no longer be sexually attractive as a woman. 

Modified bipolar statement 27i) was asked in order to determine the 

extent to which wives feel that their husbands will still find them 

sexually attractive or will be much less sexually interested in them 

when their periods come to an end in later life. 

27i) Do/did wives like you feel that your husbands will/would not 

find you sexually attractive when you are/were no longer able 

to have your periods? (Women only) 

Will/still 
find/ 
found me , -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-
sexually 
attractive 

Will bel 
was much 
1 ess 
sexually 
interested 
in me 

Modified bipolar statement 27ii) was asked in order to determine the 

extent to which wives would be worried/not worried if their husbands 

were much less sexually interested in them when their periods came 

to an end in later life. 

27ii) How do/did you feel about this? 

Not 
worried ,-2--3-4-5--6-789 

8 The work career 

Worried 

In this section in chapter 1, it is pointed out that for some men, 
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middle age is regarded as the ·prime of life,· the point when youth­

ful drive is not yet noticeably diminished, experience is great, and 

the combination of the two carries the man to his peak of success 

(Cavan, 1958). Also, Neugarten, Moore and Lowe (1965) and Peterson 

(1968) see middle age in positive terms, i.e. as a period in one's 

life characterized by an increasing intellectual ability to make 

decisions, holding of high status jobs, earning a maximum income, 

and enjoying relatively good phYSical and mental health which allows 

one to work regularly. However, other men are confronted with in­

creased job demands, reduced opportunity to find better employment, 

job boredom, and the feeling of being stuck in a rut that is to be 

found among the successful as well as the unsuccessful (Farrell et 

~., (1975 cited in Gutmann, 1976, p.42; Neugarten, 1979; Grunebaum, 

1 979) • 

They express concerns about moving up, moving down, reaching a pla­

teau or hanging on (Neugarten, 1966, 1979; Peterson, 1968; Strick­

ler, 1975; Collin, 1979). 

8.1 The Aspiration-achievement gap 

In this section in chapter 1, it is shown that men are often unhappy 

in the middle years because of their occupational frustrations, con­

cerns and problems (Bossard & 8011, 1955; Lowenthal & Chiriboga, 

1972) • 

This unhappiness is often a consequence of failure to realize early 

'Dreams' of career success because it is suggested that in mid-life 
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the individual becomes conscious of the disparity between these 

early aspirations and actual achievements and recognizes that not 

enough time is left to close it completely (Deutscher, 1964; Gou 1 d , 

1972; Farrell et al., (1975 cited in Gutmann, 1976, p.42); Strick-

ler, 1975; Brim, 1976; Collin, 1979; Grunebaum, 1979). If in 

middle age he feels that he has betrayed or compromised his 'Dream' 

he may experience distress. There is a pervading sense of sadness 

in these mid-life men of unfulfilled dreams •• • 

Attitude index statement 28 focused on the extent to which middle-

aged men and women enjoy their job far more now compared with the 

time when they were younger men/women. 

28 I enjoy my job far more now than I did when I was a younger 

man/woman (employed men and women only). 

Very 
strongly 
disagree -1- -2- -3- ""4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 

Attitude index statement 34 focused on the extent to which middle-

aged men and women feel hopeless about the chances of improving 

their positions in their place of work in the future. 

Very 
strongly 
disagree I -2- -3- ""4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 
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7.1 Introduction to perspectives on the life course 

In this section in chapter 1, Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and 

Associates (1975) found that individuals who are in some social or 

psychological sense less "healthy" dwell more on the past. 

7.1.1 Attitudes towards the past 

In this section in chapter 1, 

Associates (1975) found that 

more preoccupied with the past 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and 

empty-nest parents and newlyweds were 

than high school seniors and pre-

retirees. In this study, they found that active reconstruction of 

the past, characterized by a concern with "rehashing" specific past 

decisions and behaviour, shifted by stage, peaking at middle age: 

44 percent of the middle-aged parents manifested such concerns. 

7.1 . 2 Attitudes towards the past and future 

In this section in chapter 1, Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and 

Associates (1975) found that empty- nest parents and pre-retirees 

were past-oriented, while high school seniors and newlyweds were 

future-oriented. It is also indicated that the former groups dwelt 

more on the past than the latter groups. 

7 .1 .4 Time perspective and adaptation 

In this section in 

Associates (1975) 

cha pter 1, 

looked at 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and 

the relationships between a psychia-
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trist's rating of impairment and directionality. Psychiatric impair-

ment was not associated with directionality, that is, with whether 

the subject was mainly preoccupied with the past or with the future. 

It seems reasonable to expect that a past-oriented person will see 

the future pessimistically. Their findings generally supported this 

common-sense conjecture, but only among informants in the two later 

stages, viz. empty-nest and pre-retirees . Among the older indivi-

duals, especially the women, more than two-thirds who were past-

oriented felt hopeless about the future. 

They next compared time orientations with affect balance scores, 

which measure recent emotional states, and Bradburn's (1969 cited in 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga & Associates, 1975, p.137) overall 

happiness measure, which reflects the individual's prevailing mood. 

Time orientation, as reflected by a focus primarily on the past or 

future, was also significantly related to affect balance among only 

older subjects. Over two-thirds of the happier older people were 

future-oriented, while over half of the less happy were past-orien-

ted. 

Attitude index statement 31 focused on the extent to which respon­

dents were pleased with what they did with their lives ' when they 

were younger, i.e., they had a positive preoccupation with the past. 

31 I am pleased with what I did with my life when I was younger. 

Very 
strongly 
disagree 1-2-34-5--6--7-8-9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 
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Attitude index statement 40 focused on the extent to which respon-

dents were concerned about the mistakes which they had made when 

they were younger, i . e., whether they had a negative preoccupation 

with the pas t. 

40 I worry about the mistakes which I made when I was younger. 

Very 
strongl y 
disagree I -2- ""3 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

7.1 Introduction to perspectives on the life course 

Very 
s trongl y 
agree 

In this section in chapter 1, Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and 

Associates (1975) found that individuals who are in some social or 

psychological sense less "heal thy" have a more 1 imited perspective 

on the future . 

7.1.2 Atti tudes towa rds the future 

In this section in chapter 1, two empirical studies about this issue 

are reviewed, i.e., (Neugarten & Garron, 1959; Lowenthal, Thurnher, 

Chiriboga & Associates, 1975). In the former study, the respondents, 

i . e., (625 men and women aged 40 to 70) were asked what they thought 

life would be like when they grew older . 

Attitudes towards the future were positive in 14 percent, negative 

in 13 percent, contingent in 18 percent, and, again, neutral in 55 

percent. 
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The respondents who had negat i ve attitudes towards the future ex­

pressed fears about becoming dependent on others as a consequence of 

aging ... Dependency was conceived of as having two sources, viz . 

loss of income and loss of health. 

In the latter study, the subjects' sense of time extension was 

assessed by counting the number of years they projected into the 

f uture on the Life Evaluation Chart. A number of them (approxi­

mately 16 percent) refused to project into the future. The empty­

nest parents and pre-retirees refused more often to project into the 

future than the high school seniors and newlyweds. More than one 

third of those in the later stages, viz. (empty-nest and pre-reti­

rees) refused to project or gave an attenuated projection of ten 

years into the future. The high school seniors and newlyweds gave 

longer projections into the future than the empty-nest parents and 

the pre-retirees. 

closest to death , 

futu re . 

The pre-retirees, who on an actuarial basis were 

were found to be the most pessimistic about the 

In this regard, Collin (1979) states that time is sometimes experi­

enced as ' deranged'. Fried (1976 cited in Collin, 1979, p.146) 

writes of boredom and depress ion which result and likens these fee­

lings to the medieval sign of acedia, a 'paralysing mixture of des­

pair and apathy in whose presence the future disappears' . 

7.1.4 Time perspective and adaptation 

In this section in chapter 1, Lowenthal, Thurnher, Ch i r i boga and 
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Associates (1975) found that direction (represented by orientation 

to the past or future) and projections of one's life span proved to 

be significantly related for a select segment of respondents. 

Among the older respondents, i.e., (empty-nest and pre-retirees), 

those with a future orientation expected to die at a later date. 

The above researchers looked at the relationships between a psychia­

trist's rating of pyschiatric impairment and projections of the life 

course. Among the older, however, nearly two thirds of those rated 

as considerably impaired had a limited time extension. 

It seems reasonable to expect that a future-oriented individual will 

be hopeful or optimistic about the future. Their findings generally 

supported this common-sense conjecture, but only among informants in 

the two later stages . Among these older individuals, most of the 

future-oriented ranked moderate to high on hopefulness. 

They next compared time projections with affect balance scores, 

which measure recent emotional states, and Bradburn's (1969 cited in 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates, 1975, p.13?) over­

all happiness measure, which reflects the individual's prevail ing 

mood. Projected duration of the life course had bearing on affect 

balance or happiness among the two older groups, i .e., (empty-nest 

and pre-retirees). Two thirds of the older subjects who had rela­

tively long life-course projections scored high on affect balance, 

while nearly half of those with limited projections scored low. 

Among those in the older stages, longer projections were associated 
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with greater happiness. Time orientation as reflected by a focus 

primarily on the past or future, was also significantly related to 

affect balance among only older subjects. Over two-thirds of the 

happier older people were future-oriented while over half of the 

less happy were past-oriented. 

Attitude index statement 37 was asked in order to determine the ex-

tent to which respondents were not as hopeful now as they used to be 

about their future. 

37 I am not as hopeful now as I used to be about my future. 

Very 
strongly 
disagree ,-2-34-5--6--7-89 

Very 
strongly 
agree 

Attitude index statement 43 was asked in order to determine the ex-

tent to which respondents look forward with pleasure to the future. 

43 I look forward with pleasure to my future. 

Very 
strongly 
disagree , -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -,- 8 -9-

5 Confrontation with death 

Very 
strongly 
agree 

In this section in chapter 1, a number of theorists, viz. (Jacques, 

(1965, cited in Brim, 1976, p.5); Marmor, 1968; & Gutmann, 1976) 
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contend that the individual is confronted with his own death at mid­

dle age. He is no longer able to deny his own mortality and as a 

consequence, there is a marked increase in "existential anxiety," 

which centres on fear of disintegration, stasis and separation (Lif­

ton, (1973 cited in Collin, 1974, p.146). Becker (1973 cited in 

Chew, 1976, p.5) states, "The idea of death, the fear of it, haunts 

the human animal like nothing else; it is the mainspring of human 

activity - activity designed largely to avoid the fatality of death, 

to overcome it by denying in some way that it is the final destiny 

of man." This view has been contradicted by Vaillant (1977 cited 

in Collin, 1979, p.145), who advances that men in their forties are 

not depressed because they fear death, but rather because they are 

faced with instinctual re-awakening. Finally, a number of theorists 

(Brim, 1976; Nadelson, Polonsky & Mathews, 1979) conclude that the 

middle-aged individual must resign himself to his own death, reorder 

his life priorities, and resolve the loss of fantasized hopes. 

6.1 The changing time perspective and death 

In this section in chapter 1, it is pointed out that an individual's 

perception of time changes during middle age, both in terms of the 

subjective experience of its passage and in terms of its availabi­

lity. He becomes aware that time is limited and that he has to en­

gage in a race against it. Time accordingly increases in value and 

this appears to influence its subjective speed (Wallach & Green, 

1968 cited in Collin, 1979, p.146). This changing time perspective 

is also evident in the manner in which life is restructured in 

terms of time-left-to-live rather than time-since birth by middle-
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aged adults (Neugarten, 1966, 1968, 1976, 1979). 

Time is a two-edged sword. In some of my friends, it 
brings anxiety that there won't be time enough. To 
others, it adds a certain challenge in seeing how much 
pleasure can still be obtained. But all of us figure 
backward from the end .•. and estimate how much time we can 
expect (Neugarten, 1978, p.1S). 

Such a change in time perspective is closely connected to the perso-

na1ization of death because death in middle age becomes a definite 

possibility for the self, no longer the magical or unusual occur-

rence that it appears in youth (Neugarten, 1966, 1970, 1976; Neu­

garten & Datan, 1974). 

Attitude index statement 32 focused on the extent to which respon-

dents find it easy to think about their own death. 

32 It is easy for me to think about my own death. 

Very 
strongly 
disagree --,- -2- -3- 4"" -5- -6- -7- - S- """9 

Very 
strongly 
agree 

Attitude index statement 38 focused on the extent to which respon-

dents feel anxious about the fact that the time which they still 

have left to live is shorter now than it was when they were younger. 

38 I worry that the time which I still have left to live is shor-

ter now than it was when I was younger. 

Very 
strongly 
di sag'ree --,- -2- -3- 4"" -5- -6- T 8 -9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 
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4 and 6.1 The changing body and the changing time perspective and 

death 

In these sections in chapter 1, it is indicated that body-monitoring 

is the term used to describe many protective strategies for keeping 

the middle-aged body at set levels of performance and appearance, 

but while these concerns assume the form of a new sense of physical 

vulnerability in men, i.e., rehearsal for a heart-attack, they take 

the form of rehearsal for widowhood in women. Women are more con-

cerned about the body-monitoring of their husbands than of them-

selves (Neugarten, Wood, Kraines & Loomis, 1963; Neugarten,1966, 

1970,1979; Neugarten & Oatan, 1974). 

Attitude index statement 41 focused on the extent to which respon-

dents think about what it will be 1 ike for them one day when their 

husband/wife is no longer living. The purpose of this question was 

to ascertain the extent to which middle-aged women undergo a rehear-

sal for widowhood more frequently than middle-aged men. 

41 I sometimes think about what it will be 1 ike for me one day 

when my husband/wife is no longer living. 

Very 
strongly 
di sagree --,- -2- -3- "4 -5- 6 -7- -8- -9-

1.1 . 2 Marital relationship 

Very 
strongly 
agree 

In this section in chapter 1, it is shown that there are contradic-
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tory studies and theories regarding marital adjustment and the 

empty-nest stage of life. A number of studies and theories focus 

on the positive aspects of marital adjustment at this stage of 1 ife, 

viz. Axelson (1960), Deutscher (1964), Burr (1970), Rollins and 

Feldman (1970), Neugarten and Datan (1974) and Thurnher (1976), 

while other studies focus on the negative aspects of marital adjust­

ment at the same stage of life, viz. Fried and Stern (1948), Cavan 

(1958), Bossard and Boll (1955), Gurin, Veroff and Feld (1960), Pi­

neo (1961), Deutscher (1964), Cuber and Harroff (1965), Lidz (1968), 

Neugarten and Datan (1974), Lurie (1974), Masters and Johnson (1974) 

and Pincus and Dare (1977). 

Axelson divided his subjects into two categories - those who still 

had one or more single children under eighteen years of age remai­

ning at home and those respondents who had no single children under 

eighteen years of age remaining at home. 

An attempt was made to discover longitudinal differences in the area 

of relationship to spouse. This was achieved by asking the subjects 

to recall the time when their child was of high school age and to 

note if changes had occurred. 

Women in both stages of the postparental period indicated important 

increases in satisfaction with their marital adjustment. 

When viewing their lives in retrospect, the fathers indicated that a 

significant positive change in the area of marital adjustment had 

occurred since the child was in high school. 
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Deutscher defined a postparenta1 couple as a husband and wife who 

were both alive and living together, both between the ages of 40 and 

65, and having had from one to four children, all of whom had been 

launched . 

The respondents who gave a positive assessment of the postparenta1 

period spoke of improved relationships with each other. 

Burr and Rollins and Feldman found that marital satisfaction in­

creases at the launched stage and continues to increase through the 

retired stage. 

Neugarten and Datan found that some men and women in their study 

noted a positive change in their marital relationship after the de­

parture of their children from the home . 

Thurnher found that couples frequently express the desire that their 

marriages will improve and that they will develop 9reater intimacy 

and companionship after the children leave. 

Fried and Stern state that the departure of children from the paren­

tal home increases the isolation of the parents because their chief 

common interest, the rearing of children, no longer exists and the 

parents now have more time for reflection on their marital relation­

ship. 

Cavan contends that husbands and wives who have turned to their 

children for the love and encouragement that normally comes from the 
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spouse, also face difficult adjustment with the independence of the 

children. 

Bossard and Boll and Gurin, Veroff and Feld located the lowest level 

of marital satisfaction at the stage of the family life cycle asso­

ciated with the empty-nest. 

Pineo studied married couples after twenty years of marriage. His 

data indicated that there was a general decline in marital satisfac­

tion and adjustment, which he conceptualized as a process of disen­

chantment. He concluded that what was happening was a progressive 

loss of fit between them as partners. After twenty years, their 

matching would be no better than if they had been joined by chance. 

In Deutscher's study, there were some couples, who had remained 

married "for the sake of the children" or some other such rationale 

for as long as 25 years . 

Cuber and Harroff found in their study of 437 upper middle-class 

Americans between the ages of thirty-five and fifty widespread dis­

illusionment and cynicism among his respondents. Many continue in 

marriage arrangements which are described as "conflict - habitua­

ted," "devitalized," or "passive-congenital." 

Lidz states that the middle years can present a severe test to a 

marriage. The children no longer provide diversion or activity, or 

serve as scapegoats for the conflicts between the spouses. 
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Neugarten and Datan noted that some men and women in their study 

perceived a negative change in their marital relationship after the 

departure of their children from the home . 

Lurie states that empty-nest men and women were most likely to say 

that negative changes have occurred in the ir marriages . 

Masters and Johnson comment upon the emotional poverty of middle -age 

marriage relationships which "diminishes the quality of life itself." 

Pincus and Dare write that there are couples whose only investment 

in their marriage has been their children and who feel that they 

have nothing else in common without their children, the marriage has 

become flat, the couple frustrate each other, and their sagging vi-

tality is likely to affect all other areas of their lives. 

Attitude index statement 35 was asked in order to determine the ex-

tent to which spouses feel that they will get closer to one another 

than they are now when their children leave home to live on their 

own 10 

35 When my child/children leave home to 1 ive on his/her/their 

own, my husband/wife and I will get closer to each other than 

we are now . 

Very 
strongly 
disagree -1- -2- -3- T - 5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Very 
s trongl y 
agree 
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Attitude index statement 45 was asked in order to determine the ex-

tent to which spouses feel that they will have little in common with 

one another when their children leave home to live on their own. 

45 When my child/children leave home to live on his/her/their 

own, my husband/wife and I will have 1 ittle in common. 

Very 
strongly 
disagree -,- -2- -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Very 
strongly 
agree 

The researcher made use of several items to measure the variables of 

interest in the Family Attitude Survey (FAS) , because P!l,rticular 

items may be ambiguous, subject to acquiescence bias and elicit con-

cern with desirability of response. However, responses to several 

items worded in a variety of ways enables the researcher to con-

struct an index which is less influenced by such factors (Dijkstra & 

van der Zouwen, 1982). For example, two items were used to measure 

whether the advent of children leaving home constitutes a positive 

or negative event for the middle-aged parents, viz. 

9 

Does a mother/father like you feel pleased when your child/ 

children start leaving home to live on his/her/their own? 

Pl eased 
Relieved -,- 2 -3- 4 -5- -6- -7- 8 -9-

Not pl eased 
Not relieved 
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15 

Does a mother/father like you feel sad when your child/chil­

dren start leaving home to live on his/her/their own? 

Not sad 1-2--3-4-5--6--7-8-9- Very sad 

Because the ordering of questions within a set is thought to have 

the potential to affect responses, Babbie (1973) states that it is 

advisable to vary the order (cited in Dijkstra & van der Zouwen, 

1982, p.30). Thus the researcher varied the order of the items in 

the Family Attitude Survey (FAS), for example, items 32 and 38 fo­

cused on acceptance of, or anxiety about death. 

The point to note is that these items did not occur consecutively in 

the survey. The researcher inserted threatening items, i.e., items 

about sexuality towards the middle of his survey, because Goode and 

Hatt (1952) state that questions on threatening topics should not be 

placed at the beginning of the interview (cited in Dijkstra & van 

der Zouwen, 1982, p.30). For example, an item measuring degree of 

interest in sexuality was the 18th item in the survey. 

2.6.4 Interviews 

A mutually acceptable time 

upon between the researcher and 

occurred between January and 

and date for the interviews was agreed 

the participants. The interviews 

June, 1984. The duration of each 
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interview was between one and two hours. 

Each of the postparental couples were visited individually at their 

homes. The husbands and wives were interviewed in separate rooms 

of their homes. The husbands were interviewed by the researcher, 

and the wives by one of two female interviewers employed for this 

purpose. A decision was made to employ female interviewers to inter­

view the wives in this study, because the Family Attitude Survey 

(FAS) contained items about sexuality, and Sudman and Bradman (1974 

cited in Dijkstra & van der Zouwen, 1982, p.33) found that gender 

appears to be associated with response effects only when the topic 

is related to sex. Thus, in surveys of sexual behaviour, sex of 

interviewer might make a difference. 

The one matriculated female interviewer had extensive experience in 

market research (approximately five years), and the other female in­

terviewer was a university graduate who had qualified as a primary 

school teacher. These interviewers were paid fourteen rand for each 

interview they conducted. They were given training by the researcher 

on how to use the Family Attitude Survey (FAS), constructed by him 

for the purposes of this research. 

2.6.5 Method of scoring the Family Attitude Survey (FAS) 

The respondents were presented with a perspex scale, which depicted 

the attitude index statements and the modified bipolar opposites 

(see photographs p.296 - Plates 2.1 and 2.2). This scale measured 

30 x 16.2 cm. It consisted of the following parts, viz. a piece of 
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cardboard, measuring 29.7 x 13.2 cm, with the nine-point attitude 

index ratings and very strongly disagree, strongly disagree, disa­

gree, slightly disagree, undecided, slightly agree, agree" strongly 

agree, and very strongly agree, written on it, pieces of hardboard, 

measuring 31.4 x 4.9 cm, with the modified bipolar opposites typed 

on them, and a slide indicator. The pieces of hardboard were 

slotted into two perspex clips at the top of the scale. The modified 

bipolar and attitude index statements were read out to the respon­

dent by the interviewer. The former then moved the slide indicator 

either up or down in the perspex channel in order to indicate the 

score, i.e., (1-9) that he assigned to these modified bipolar and 

attitude index statements. The interviewer than recorded each of 

these scores on the Family Attitude Survey (FAS). 

The idea of the perspex scale was first conceived by Edwards (1984), 

in order to conduct his Political Attitude Survey among Blacks in 

South Africa. 

2.6.6 Further description of sample 

Thirty-three families spoke English as their first language, and the 

remaining two of them spoke Dutch. 

Twenty-one of the husbands passed standard 10, two of them passed 

standard 9, ten of them passed standard 8, and two of them passed 

standard 7. The mean number of years of education that they com­

pleted after school is 2.7, and the standard deviation is 2.6. 

Twenty-one of the wives passed standard 10, four of them passed 

standard 9, and ten of them passed standard 8. The mean number of 

years of education that they completed after school is 1.0, and the 

,. 
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standard deviation is 1.2. 

The socio-economic index, 1950 (cited in Bogue, 1963, p.315) was 

used to classify the occupations of the husbands in the present 

study. Using the above index as a criterion, these were classified 

into five broad categories. The number of husbands falling in each 

category, is indicated in parentheses. These were the following, 

viz. Professional, Technical and Kindred Workers (9), Managers, 

Officials, and Proprietors except Farm (15), Clerical and Kindred 

Workers (3), Sales Workers (2), and Craftsmen, Foremen, and Kindred 

Workers (6). 

Fourteen of the wives were unemployed, nine of them worked either in 

the mornings or afternoons, and twelve of them worked a full day . 

Using the above-mentioned index as a criterion, their occupations 

were also classified into five broad categories. The number of wives 

falling in each category, is indicated in parentheses. These were 

the following, viz. Professional, Technical and Kindred Workers (4), 

Managers, Officials, and Proprietors except Farm (4), Clerical and 

Kindred Workers (9), Sales Workers (2), and Craftsmen, Foremen, and 

Kindred Workers (2). 

The families were also classified socio-economica11y, using total 

vehicle ownership as a criterion, viz. 17 of them owned three or 

more motor vehicles, 16 of them possessed two motor vehicles, and 

the remaining two of them owned one motor vehicle. Thus this sample 

can be considered a lowe r to middle to upper-middle class one. 

The mean number of children in each fam i ly was 2.B, and the standard 

deviation was .92. 

. . 
; 
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CHAPTER THREE 

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 

3.1 Statistical analysis of the forty-five variables included in 

the Family Attitude Survey (FAS) 

3.1.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, an analysis of the themes relevant to the empty 

nest stage of life, and a statistical analysis of the variables 

which reside under these themes, as contained in the Family Attitude 

Survey (FAS) (see Appendix pp.281-287), is presented according to 

the order in which these are described and discussed in chapter 2 

section 2.6.3.1. 

Simple descriptive statistics, viz. n's, means, standard deviations 

and the distribution of percentage responses were calculated for 

the above-mentioned variables. Independent samples t - tests and 

correlations were also calculated, where appropriate. In addition, 

a factor analysis (after varimax rotation) was performed in order to 

simplify the process of determining which variables cohere together, 

given the large number of variables examined in the present study 

(Norulis, 1985). It is not discussed in this chapter, however. 

The reason for this, is that it proved difficult to interpret and 

conceptualize the loadings of the variables on the factors, given 

the theoretical diversity of the variables included in the study. 

Finally, histograms of the frequency of responses to the same vari-

ables are also presented (Harvard graphics, 1988). The SPSSX and 

BMDP systems of programs on the Cyber computer at Rhodes was em­

ployed to perform the various analyses (SPSSX Basics, . 1984; Dixon, 
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Brown, Engelman, Frane, Hill, Jennrich & Toporek, 1985). 

3.1.2 Indi vidual timetab1 es on-time and off-time events 

In this section, items 8, 10, 13 and 16 focus on the theme of paren-

tal attitudes towards children being on-time or off-time with regard 

to major 1 ife events such as vocational adjustment, leaving home, 

having children, and marriage (see chapter 2 section 2.6.3.1). The 

n's, means, standard deviations and the distribution of percentage 

responses to these items are presented in Table 3.1 below. The i n-

tercorre1ations between the four items are presented in Table 3.2 

below. Histograms of the frequency of responses to the items are 

presented in Figures 1, 2, 3 and 4 below . 

TABLE 3.1 CHILDREN ARE ON-TIME OR OFF-TIME WITH REGARD TO MAJOR 
LI FE EVENTS 

Item N Mean S D % % % 
No. 

1-4 5 6-9 

Sti 11 plenty Indecisive Worry he/she/ 
of time for they cannot 
he/she/them earn their 
to do so own living 

8 70 7,6 1 ,7 5.7 5.7 88 .5 

How would a mother/father like you feel if your child/children was/ 
were aged between twenty-five and thirty years of age and had not 
yet sett1 ed down properly in his/her/their job/s? 
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TABLE 3 .1 CHILDREN ARE ON -TIME OR OFF-TIME WITH REGARD TO MAJOR 
LIFE EVENTS (CONT) 

Item N Mean S D 
No. 

10 70 4,8 3,1 

% 

1-4 

Not bother 
me 

48.5 

% 

5 

Indecisive 

6-9 

Worry he/she/ 
they cannot 
stand on 
the i r own two 
feet 

51.5 

How would a mother/father like you feel if your child/children was/ 
were in his/her/their middle to late twenties and was/were still 
staying at home? 

13 70 3,10 2,7 

1-4 

Not upset 
me 

52.8 

5 

Indecisive 

18.6 

6-9 

Anxious to 
have grand­
ch i ldren 

28 .5 

How would a mother/father like you feel if you r child/children wai­
ted a long time after he/she/they was/were married before deciding 
to have a child/children? 

16 70 4,8 2,6 

1-4 

Not trouble 
me 

38.6 

5 

Indecisive 

15 .7 

6-9 

Fea r he/s he/ 
they wi 11 
rema in 
single 

45.7 

How would a mother/father like you feel if your child/children was/ 
were aged between twenty-five and thirty years of age and had not 
yet ma rri ed? 
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TABLE 3.2 INTERCORRELATIONS BETWEEN ITEMS MEASURING ATTITUDES 
TOWARDS ON-TIME/ OFF-TIME EVENTS 

ITEM NO. 

8 
10 
13 

10 

.14 

13 

.26 

.35 

16 

.20 

.22 

.30 

FIGURE 1 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 8- CHILDREN ARE ON-TIME 
OR OFF-TIME IN RELATIONSHIP TO VOCATIONAL ADJUSTMENT 

y 
35.---------------------------------~ 

30~--------------------------------~ 

25~------------------------------

20~-------------------------------

15~-----------------------

1 

10~------------------------

5~-----------------------

oL---
1 2 3 4 6 6 7 8 9X 

SCORES ON ITEM 8 
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FIGURE 2 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 10- CHILDREN ARE ON-TIME 
OR OFF-TIME IN RELATIONSHIP TO LEAVING HOME 

y 
25.-----------------------------------. 

20~-------------·--------------------------------~ 

15 r----, 

101-----

f 

51------

12346678 9X 
SCORES ON ITEM 10 
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FIGURE 3 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 13- CHILDREN ARE ON-TIME 
OR OFF-TIME IN RELATIONSHIP TO GIVING THEIR MIDDLE­
AGED PARENTS A GRANDCHILD/GRANDCHILDREN 

Y 
25~--------------------------------~ 

20 f------, 

15 f-----. 

f 10 f----

51---1 

0'---
12345678 9X 

SCORES ON ITEM 13 
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FIGURE 4 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 16- CHILDREN ARE ON-TIME 
OR OFF-TIME IN RELATIONSHIP TO MARRIAGE 

y 
16r-----------------------------------. 

14~-----------·-------------------·----~ 

12 r---

10 r-----

8~---· 

f 

6 f----~ 

4f---

2 t----

0'----
12345678 9X 

SCORES ON ITEM 16 
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It can be discerned from Table 3.2 that there are low positive cor­

relations between the items measuring attitudes towards on-time! 

off-time events, i.e. these vary between .14 and .35. 

It can be seen from Figure 1 that the scores on item 8 are positive-

ly skewed because the majority of parents would worry that their 

children cannot earn their own 1 iving if they were aged between 

twenty-five and thirty yea rs of age and had not yet settl ed down 

properly in their jobs (see Table 3.1). 

It is interesting to note that the group of parents who felt there 

was still plenty of time for their children to settle down properly 

in their jobs, consisted of three fathers and one mother. They 

were not married to each other . 

It can be observed from Figure 2 that the scores on item 10 reflect 

a bimodal distribution because 51 . 5% of the parents would worry that 

their children cannot stand on their own two feet if they were in 

their middle to late twenties and were still staying at home, while 

48.5% of them would not be bothered about this issue (see Table 3.1). 

It can be noted from Figure 3 that the scores on item 13 are nega­

tively skewed because the majority of parents would not be upset if 

their children waited a long time after they were married before 

deciding to have children (see Table 3.1). 

It can be discerned from Figure 4 that the scores on item 16 reflect 

a bimodal distribution because 45.7% of the parents would fear that 
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their children would remain single if they were aged between twenty­

five and thirty years of age and had not yet married, 38 . 6% of them 

would not be troubled by this fact, and 15.7% of them expressed in­

decisive attitudes (see Table 3.1). 

The above findings show the following: firstly, 

worry if their children were off-time with 

some parents would 

regard to major life 

events such as vocational adjustment, leaving home, having children, 

and marriage. These findings can be understood in terms of the 

views of a number of theorists, viz. Neugarten (1970), Neugarten and 

Datan (1974), Thurnher, Spence and Lowenthal (1974),Bourqueand 

Back (1977) and Rossi (1980) (see chapter 1 section 6.1.1). Neu­

garten, Neugarten and Datan and Rossi contend that it is the unan­

ticipated not the anticipated, which is likely to constitute the 

traumatic event as when the empty nest, occupational adjustment and 

grandparenthood occur at unexpected times during the life cycle, 

i.e., too early or too late, viz. this is theoretically called being 

off-time with regard to major life events. Thurnher, Spence and 

Lowenthal advance that a slower pacing in the development of mar­

riage and career plans in their young is a source of stress for the 

parent generation. Bourque and Back advance that an event like 

children leaving home is perceived most strongly if it occurs at the 

wrong time. 

Secondly, some 

tioned issues. 

(1977 cited in 

parents 

This can 

would 

be 

Neuga rten , 

be unconcerned about the above-men-

cycle, which is marked by 

explained in terms of Hirschhorn's 

1979, p.899) concept of the "fluid" life 

the disappearance of traditional t i me-
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tables. It can also be understood in terms of new developmental 

theories that lives are becom i ng more varied and more fluid, that 

major life events and major role transitions are becoming more 

irregular, that age is becoming less relevant and age norms less 

1 imiting, and therefore it is of doubtful value to describe adult­

hood as an invariant sequence of stages, each occurring at a given 

chronological age (Neugarten, 1979). 

It is noteworthy that the majority of parents would worry if their 

children were aged between twenty-five and thirty years of age and 

had not yet settled down properly in their jobs, whereas a small 

majority of them would not be upset if they waited a long time after 

they were married before deciding to have children. Also, they 

expressed divided attitudes on the issues of firstly, their children 

being in their middle to late twenties and still staying at home 

because some of them would not be bothered by it, while others would 

worry that they cannot stand on their own two feet, and secondly, 

some of them would not be troubled if they were aged between twenty­

five and thirty years of age and had not yet married, while others 

would fear that they would remain single (see Table 3.1). It appears 

that most parents expect their children to make a vocational adjust­

ment during their twenties, whereas the normative age for leaving 

home, getting married and having children, has been extended, and it 

has become acceptable to some of them that they make adjustments to 

these major life events at later ages during the human life cycle, 

unlike others who have set and inflexible views about the exact 

chronological ages during which they should make these adjustments. 
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Finally, the factor analysis and the correlation tables were exa-

mined, in order to determine whether other variables were meaning-

fully related to these on-t ime/off-time ones. This was not the 

case, however. 

3.1 . 3 The empty nest as turning point, frustration or satisfaction 

In this section, items 9 and 15 focus on the extent to which the de-

parture of children from the home constitutes a loss or relief for 

the parents (see chapter 2 section 2.6.3 .1) . The n's means, stan-

dard deviations and the distribution of percentage responses to 

these items are presented in Table 3.3 below . Histograms of the 

frequency of responses to the items are presented in Figures 5 and 6 

be low. 

TABLE 3.3 CHILDREN LEAVING HOME A POSITIVE EVENT/A NEGATIVE EVENT 

Item N Mean S 0 % % % 
No. 

1-4 5 6- 9 

Pleased Indecisive Not pleased 
Relieved Not relieved 

9 70 6,6 2,5 18.6 14.3 67 . 1 

Does a mother/father like you feel pl eased when your chil d/chi 1 dren 
start leaving home to live on his/her/their own? 
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TABLE 3.3 CHILDREN LEAVING HOME A POSITIVE EVENT/A NEGATIVE EVENT 
(CONT) 

Item N Mean S 0 
No. 

% % 

1-4 5 6-9 

Not sad Indecisive Very sad 

15 70 6,8 2,2 15.7 7 .1 77 .1 

Does a mother/father like you feel sad when your child/children 
start leaving home to live on his/her/their own? 

FIGURE 5 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 9- FEELINGS ABOUT 
CHILDREN LEAVING HOME- THE VIEW OF THE MIDDLE-AGED 
PARENTS- PLEASED/RELIEVEDINOT PLEASED/NOT RELIEVED 

Y 
25~--------------------------------~ 

20~-------------------------~---

f 

151------------------

10~---------------

51--------

oL---
1 23456 

SCORES ON ITEM 9 
7 8 9 X 
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FIGURE 6 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 15- FEELINGS ABOUT 
CHILDREN LEAVING HOME- THE VIEW OF THE MIDDLE-AGED 
PARENTS NOT SAD/VERY SAD 

Y 
25.-----------------------------------. 

20~-----------·-------------------~--·---

15~--·-----------------------------------

f 
10r--------------------4 

5 1------------

12345678 9X 
SCORES ON ITEM 15 
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It can be seen from Figures 5 and 6 that the scores on items 9 and 

15 are positively skewed because the majority of parents felt not 

pleased/not relieved and very sad when their children started lea­

ving home to live on their own (see Table 3.3). Also, there is a 

moderate positive correlation between the above-mentioned item and 

this one, viz. (r = .52). 

It was expected that there would be moderate to high positive corre­

lations between these items, viz. items 9 and 15 (see Table 3.3), 

and one of the items measuring parental over-involvement, for exam­

ple item 47 Although my child/children is/are grown-up, I will 

tell him/her/them what to do now as much as I used to when he/she/ 

they was/were younger (see Table 3.4), because a number of theo­

rists, viz. Burgess and Locke (1945), Fried and Stern (1948) and 

Cavan (1958) contend that parents who play an outdated parental role 

underestimate the abilities of their children to fend for themselves 

and therefore are filled with fears and insecurities. They also 

see their only path for ego - satisfaction and status closing before 

them. Thus, the departure of a child for college or the marriage 

of a son or daughter is viewed as a bereavement, with parents mour­

ning for the loss of the child's dependency as they might mourn over 

the physical death of a child (see chapter 1 section 1.1.4). Also, 

the Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry (1973) advance that this 

separation introduces conflicts for them about giving up their au­

thority and control (see chapter 1 section 1.1.3). This assumption 

proved to be incorrect, because items 9 and 15 show low positive 

correlations with item 47, viz. (r = .38) and (r = .27), respective­

ly. The former correlation is significant at the .01 level, and 
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the latter correlation is significant at the .05 level. Thus it 

appears that parental over-involvement is related to the loss or 

sadness experienced by the parents in the present study after the 

departure of their children from the home. It is pertinent to men­

tion that only a minority of parents in the present study were over­

involved with their children. This explains the low correlation. 

Finally, it is possible to speculate that in a cl inical sample, 

there would be a high correlation between parental over-involvement 

and the loss sustained by the parents after the departure of their 

children from the home, in contrast to the present study, which is 

considered a "normal" sample. 

The above findings indicate the following: firstly, some parents 

felt not pleased/not relieved and very sad with the advent of the 

departure of their children from the home. These findings are 

similar to the findings of previous studies and theories by a number 

of researchers and theorists about the emotional impact of children 

leaving home, viz. Deutscher (1964), Group for the Advancement of 

Psychiatry (1973) and Anderson et al. (1977 cited in McCullough, 

1980, p.176) (see chapter 1 section 1.1.3). All of the above-men­

tioned researchers and theorists have commented on the loss or 

vacuum which is perceived by some parents after the departure of 

their children from the home for university, the army, obtaining a 

job in a distant place, or marriage, and is accentuated by the fact 

that this separation has a sense of finality about it. 

Secondly, some parents felt pleased/relieved and not sad about this 

event. These findings are similar to the findings of two empirical 
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studies by Lowenthal and Chiriboga (1972) and Anderson et al. (1977 

cited in McCullough, 1980, p.176), in one respect, viz. some parents 

in the present study and the above-mentioned studies did not per-

ceive the advent of the departure of the children from the home as a 

negative event (see chapter 1 section 1.1.3). For instance, in the 

Lowenthal and Chiriboga study, neither men nor women cited the past 

or imminent departure of the youngest child as frustrating or as a 

current problem. Anderson et al . found that 51 % of their respon-

dents expected new challenges and 21 % even anticipated a sense of 

relief at having finished the empty-nest stage. However, the pre-

sent study differs from the Lowenthal and Chiriboga study in the 

following manner, viz. only a minority of parents in the present 

study felt pleased and relieved about this event, while none of them 

in the latter study cited the past or imminent departure of the 

youngest child as frustrating or as a current problem. Also, only 

a minority of parents in the present study felt this way, while a 

small majority of respondents in the Anderson et a1. study expected 

new challenges. Notwithstanding this, the present study is similar 

to the above-mentioned study in one respect, viz. 18% of the parents 

in the present study felt pleased and relieved about this event, 

while 21 % of them in the latter study anticipated a sense of relief 

at having finished the empty-nest stage. 

3.1.4 The cl inging parent 

In this section, items 11, 14, 29, 39,42,46 and 47 focus on the 

extent to which empty-nest parents were optimally-involved or over-
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involved with their teenage and young adult children (see chapter 2 

section 2.6.3.1). The n's, means, standard deviations and the dis-

tribution of percentage responses to these items are presented in 

Table 3.4 below. The intercorrelations between the seven items are 

presented in Table 3.5 below . Histograms of the frequency of re-

sponses to the items are presented in Figures 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12 

and 13 below. 

TABLE 3.4 UNHEALTHY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT/HEALTHY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 

Item N Mean S D 
No. 

11 70 3,7 2,2 

% 

1-4 

Out of my 
hands 

64.4 

5 

Indecisive 

15.7 

% 

6-9 

Depend on 
me 

20.1 

Do you feel that what happens to your child/children in his/her/ 
their future lifejlives will for the most part depend largely on you? 

1-4 5 6-9 

Confi dent Indecisive Not hopeful 
he/she/they he/she/they 
can manage can care for 

themselves 

14 70 3,1 1 ,7 94.3 2.9 8 

Do/did you feel hopeful that your child/children will/would be able 
to manage on his/her/their own when he/she/they leave/s home? 

1-4 5 6-9 

Di sagree Indecisive Agree 

29 706,6 1,6 15.7 1.4 82.9 

Now that my child/children is/are grown-up, I feel that it is impor­
tant that I do not tell him/her/them what to do now as much as I 
used to when he/she/they was/were younger. 
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TABLE 3.4 UNHEALTHY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT/HEALTHY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 

( CO NT) 

Item N Mean S D % % % 
No. 

6-9 5 1-4 

Agree Indecisive Disagree 

39 70 3,2 1 ,9 15.7 2.9 81.4 

I feel that I am a better judge of when my child/children s hou 1 d get 
married than he/she/they is / are . 

42 

I must 
i s/a re 
without 

46 

6- 9 

Agree 

70 3,4 1 ,8 18.5 

say that it is hard for me 
grown-up now and can care 
needing so much of my help as 

1-4 

Di sagree 

70 6,1 2,4 8.5 

5 1-4 

Indecisive Di sagree 

1.4 80 

to accept that my child/children 
for himself/herself/themselves 

he/she/they used to. 

5 6-9 

Indecisive Agree 

91.4 

I feel proud that my child/children is/are grown-up now and he/she/ 
they can care for himself/herself/themselves without me needing to 
give him/her/them so much help as I used to . 

6-9 5 1-4 

Agree Indecisive Di sagree 

47 70 3,4 1,7 14.2 2.9 82 . 9 

Although my child/children is/are grown-up, I will tell him/her/them 
what to do now as much as I used to when he/she/they was/were 
younger. 
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16B 

INTERCORRELATIONS BETWEEN ITEMS MEASURING DEGREE OF 
PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT WITH CHILDREN 

ITEM NO. 14 29 39 42 46 47 

11 .11 - .1 3 .25 .1 3 - .07 .1 9 
14 - .07 -.OB .OB -.37 .04 
29 -.27 - .21 .30 .01 
39 .24 .03 .1B 
42 - .17 .23 
46 .10 

FIGURE 7 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 11- HEALTHY PARENTAL 
INVOLVEMENT /UNHEALTHY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 

Y 
20.----------------------------------. 

15 f-----------; 

101---

f 

5f---

0'---
1 23466 

SCORES ON ITEM 11 
7 8 9 X 
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FIGURE 8 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 14- CHILDREN CAN MAINTAIN 
INDEPENDENCE FROM MOTHER/FATHER WITHOUT DIFFICULTY / 
CHILDREN CANNOT MAINTAIN INDEPENDENCE FROM PARENTS/HOPEFUL 
CHILDREN CAN MANAGEINOT HOPEFUL CHILDREN CAN MANAGE 

f 

Y 
50.-------------------------------------~ 

40f-----

30 f--'----' 

20 f-----

10f-----

0'------
1 2 3 4 5 6 

SCORES ON ITEM 14 
7 8 9 X 
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FIGURE 9 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 29- UNHEALTHY PARENTAL 
INVOLVEMENT IHEALTHY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 

Y 
40r-----------------------------------. 

30~------------------------

20~-------------------------

f 

10~-------------------------

OL-------
12346678 gx 

SCORES ON ITEM 29 
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FIGURE 10 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 39- HEALTHY PARENTAL 
INVOLVEMENT IUNHEALTHY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 

Y 
40.-----------------------------------. 

80 ~---.. - .---

f 

20~------

10f---

0'---
128456789X 

SCORES ON ITEM 39 
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FIGURE 11 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 42- HEALTHY PARENTAL 
INVOLVEMENT /UNHEALTHY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 

y 
35.-----------------------------------. 

30~-----------·--------·----·--------------4 

25f----- - -

20 f----------

151--------­

f 

10f-------

5f---

0'----
12346678 gx 

SCORES ON ITEM 42 
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FIGURE 12 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 46- UNHEALTHY PARENTAL 
INVOLVEMENT IHEALTHY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 

y 
40,-----------------------------------. 

30r-------------------------4 

20r--------------------------

f 

10~-----~----------------~ 

123 4 6 6 7 8 9 X 
SCORES ON ITEM 46 
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FIGURE 13 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 47- HEALTHY PARENTAL 
INVOLVEMENT /UNHEALTHY PARENTAL INVOLVEMENT 

Y 
40.-----------------------------------. 

30 r---- -----c 

f 

20~------

10f-------

0'---
1 23 4 5 6 7 8 9 X 

SCORES ON ITEM 47 
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It can be observed from Table 3.5 that the intercorrelations between 

the items measuring degree of parental involvement with children 

range between .30 and -.37. This indicates that there are low posi­

tive and negative correlations between these items. 

It can be seen from Figures 7, 8, 10, 11 and 13 that the scores on 

items 11, 14, 39, 42 and 47 are negatively skewed. In addition, it 

can be noted from Figures 9 and 12 that the scores on items 29 and 

46 are positively skewed (see Table 3.4). It is noteworthy that 

the correlations between the items are low, notwithstanding the fact 

that the respondents' responses to these items are similar. 

Overall, the above findings demonstrate that the majority of parents 

in the present study are optimally-involved with their children . 

These parents have satisfied one of the prerequisites of Erickson's 

idea of generativity, which is the ability of the adult to allow 

separation and individuation of his or her children (see Stein, 

Holzman, Karasu and Charles, 1978 chapter 1 section 1.1.4). Thus, 

it appears that the question of over-involvement is not an important 

one among these parents. 

3.1.5 Problems of empty-nest women 

In this section, item 12 was asked in order to determine whether 

wives are more adversely affected by their children's departure from 

the home than husbands (see chapter 2 section 2. 6.3.1) . The t -

test was use? to determine whether there were significant diffe-
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rences between males and females on this item (see Table 3.6 below). 

Histograms of the frequency of responses to the above item, for both 

females and males, are presented in Figures 14 and 15 below. 

TABLE 3.6 WIVES MORE PERTURBED THAN HUSBANDS WHEN THE CHILO/CHIL­
DREN HAVE DEPARTED FROM THE HOME OR VICE-VERSA 

Item Mean N Mean 
r~a 1 e 

N t df 
No. Female 

12 4,0 35 6,6 35 -6 .08 68 , ,000 one-tailed 

Who do you think will be more upset when all your child/children 
has/have left home to live on his/her/their own, you or your hus­
band/wife? I will feel more upset sca le points (1-4)/ Undecided 
scale point (5)/My husband/wife will feel more upset scale points 
(6-9) • 

FIGURE 14 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 12- WIVES MORE PERTURBED 
THAN HUSBANDS WHEN CHILD/CHILDREN HAVE LEFT HOME­
FEMALES 

Y 
20,---------------------________ , 

f 

15r-----------------------------~ 

10r----------------

51-__ 

0'---
1 2 3 4 6 6 7 8 9X 

SCORES ON ITEM 12 . 
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FIGURE 15 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 12- WIVES MORE PERTURBED 
THAN HUSBANDS WHEN CHILD/CHILDREN HAVE L.EFT HOME­
MALES 

Y 
14~--------------------------------~ 

12~-------------------------

10~---------------------------

8~--·------------------

f 6 ~-------------------

4~----------------

2~------------------

0'--------
12345678 9X 

SCORES ON ITEM 12 
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Wives are more upset than husbands when all the children have left 

home to live on their own (see Table 3.6 above). This result is 

supported by a number of theorists in the literature, viz. Cavan 

(1958), Lidz (1968), Marmor (1968), Duvall (1971), Group for the 

Advancement of Psychiatry (1973) and Troll (1975) (see chapter 

section 1.1.5). It is important to note that these theorists speak 

of mothers and fathers, rather than husbands and wives. However, 

for the purposes of this discussion, these terms are treated synony­

mously. All these theorists contend that this occurs for the fol­

lowing reasons: 

1 The father is not so dependent upon his children for status as 

is their mother. 

2 The mother feels that her major life function has been comple­

ted. Though she may be pleased and even relieved at the re­

lease from so much work and responsibility, she usually also 

has regrets and feels an emptiness in her life . Consequently, 

many middle-aged women are apt to feel as though they are 

being relegated to a cultural ash heap, while men are still 

able to feel relatively needed and involved in the outside 

wor1 d . 

3 A woman's children represent for her more than they do for her 

husband, not only he r emotional investment of adulthood until 

now, but also the main reason for her existence . Throughout 

her life as a wife and mother, her children have been her job . 

Now when they leave, she feels that they take with them her 

very reason for being . 
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3.1.6 Parent-child relationships 

In this section, items 18 and 44 focus on the extent to which empty-

nest parents perceive their relationship with their teenage and 

young adult children to be a pleasure or disappointment. Item 17 

focused on the extent to which parents consider themselves to be 

successful parents or failures as parents (see chapter 2 section 

2.6.3 .1). The n's, means, standard deviations and distribution of 

percen tage responses to these items are presented in Tables 3.7 and 

3.8 below. The intercorrelations between the three items are pre-

sented in Table 3. 9 below. Histograms of the frequency of responses 

to the items are presented in Figures 16, 17 and 18 below. 

TABLE 3.7 GROWN-UP CHILDREN ARE PROBLEMATIC/GROWN-UP CHILDREN ARE A 

PLEASURE IN THE VIEW OF THE MIDDLE-AGED PARENTS 

Item N Mean S D % 
No. 

1-4 5 6-9 

They make Indecisive Their be-
rne feel haviour does 
proud not please me 

18 70 1 ,7 1 ,1 97 .1 2.9 

How do you feel about the way your chil d ren behave? 

6-9 5 1-4 

Agree Di sa gree 

44 70 2,10 1,10 1 7 .1 82.9 

I feel disappointed because I have an unhappy relationship with some 
of my child/children. 
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TABLE 3.8 BEEN A SUCCESSFUL PARENT/NOT BEEN A SUCCESSFUL PARENT 

Item N Mean S 0 % % % 
No. 

1-4 5 6-9 

Good Indecisive Bad 
mother/ mother / 
father father 

17 70 2,5 1 ,6 85.7 10 4.3 

How good a pa rent do you feel you have been to your child/children? 

TABLE 3.9 INTERCORRELATIONS BETWEEN ITEMS MEASURING NATURE OF 

PARENT-CHILD RELATIONSHIPS 

Item No. 

17 
18 

18 

.38 

44 

.49 

.38 
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FIGURE 16 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 18- GROWN-UP CHILDREN 
ARE A PLEASURE/GROWN-UP CHILDREN ARE PROBLEMATIC 
IN THE VIEW OF THE MIDDLE-AGED PARENTS 
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50.-----------------------------------. 
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FIGURE 17 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 44- GROWN-UP CHILDREN 
ARE A PLEASURE/GROWN-UP CHILDREN ARE PROBLEMATIC 
IN THE VIEW OF THE MIDDLE-AGED PARENTS 
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FIGURE 18 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 17- BEEN A SUCCESSFUL 
PARENT !NOT BEEN A SUCCESSFUL PARENT 
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30.-----------------------------------. 

25~---------------------------------~ 
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It can be discerned from Table 3.9 that there are moderate to low 

positive correlations between the items measuring the nature of 

parent-child relationships, viz. these range between .38 and .49. 

It can be seen from Figures 16, 17 and 18 that the scores on items 

18, 44 and 17 are negatively skewed because the majority of parents 

felt proud of their children's behaviour, disagreed with the state­

ment that they felt disappointed because they had an unhappy rela­

tionship with some of them, and felt that they had been good 

mothers/fathers to them (see Tables 3.7 and 3.8). The above find­

ings show the following, viz. some parents were proud of their 

children's behaviour, did not have an unhappy relationship with 

them, and felt that they had been successful parents. These findings 

are similar to the findings of a number of researchers, viz. Gurin, 

Veroff and Feld (1960), Thurnher, Spence and Lowenthal (1974) and 

Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975) (see chapter 1 

section 1.1.6). These researchers found that more parents between 

forty-five and fifty-four report satisfying relationships with their 

children than at any other age group. They also noted that middle­

aged parents provided positive descriptions and evaluations of chil­

dren. Finally, they observed that the majority of parents emphasized 

the overall likeableness of their children. 

The finding that some parents felt disappointed because they had an 

unhappy relationship with some of their children, and felt that they 

had been failures as parents, can be explained in terms of the theo­

ries and findings of a number of theorists and researchers, who have 
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focused on the negative relationship which sometimes prevails be-

tween middle-aged parents and their adolescent and young adult 

children, viz. Deutscher (1964), Peterson (1968), Vincent (1972), 

Luri e (1974), Thurnher, Spence and Lowenthal (1974) and Notman 

(1979) (see chapter section 1.1.6). The above theorists and re-

searchers have commented on the intergenerational conflict between 

middle-aged parents and their adolescent children and young adult 

children. The nature of these conflicts is generally "mild" or 

"moderate" and rarely amounts to resentment or rejection of the 

child. 

According to Deutscher (1964), one problem of some of the respon­

dents in his study was connected to the final recognition and 

definition in retrospect of oneself as a "failure", in terms of the 

child-rearing process. 

3.1.7 The changing body 

In this section, items 19, 30, 20 and 36 were asked in order to de­

termine the middle-aged respondents' attitudes towards ageing, their 

bodies, and their health (see chapter 2 section 2.6.3.1). The n's 

means, standard deviations and distribution of percentage responses 

to these items are presented in Table 3.10 below . The intercorrela­

tions between the four . items are presented in Table 3.11 below. 

Histograms of the frequency of responses to the items are presented 

i~ Figures 19, 20, 21 and 22 below . 
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TABLE 3.10 AGEING AS A POSITIVE EVENT/AGEING AS A NEGATIVE EVENT 

Item N ',lean S 0 
No. 

1-4 6-9 5 

Strange r Weaker Indecisive 
Happier Unhappier 
More lively ~lore depressed 

19 70 3,9 2,2 60.1 22.9 17 .1 

In general as you get older how do you find yoursel f feel ing? 

1-4 6-9 5 

Disagree Agree Undecided 

30 70 4,6 2,3 52.9 42.9 4.3 

It is diffi cult for me to accept that I am getting 01 de r • 

1-4 6-9 5 

My body is My body is Indecisive 
in good in bad 
shape shape 

20 70 4,2 2,3 57 .2 32.9 10.0 

Do you feel pleased with the condition of your body? 

1-4 6-9 5 

Disagree Agree Undecided 

36 70 6,6 1 ,7 14.2 81.4 4.3 

My health means more to me now than it used to. 

TABLE 3.11 INTERCORRELATIONS BETWEEN ITEMS MEASURING ATTITUDES 

TOWARDS AGEING 

Item No. 20 

19 . 37 
20 
30 

30 

.31 

.1 3 

36 

.08 

.05 

. 22 
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FIGURE 19 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 19- AGEING AS A POSITIVE EVENT I 
AGEING AS A NEGATIVE EVENT- PERCEPTION OF MENTAL HEALTH­
STRONGER/HAPPIER/MORE LIVELY IWEAKERIUNHAPPIER/MORE 
DEPRESSED 
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FIGURE 20 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 30- AGEING AS A POSITIVE 
EVENT / AGEING AS A NEGATIVE EVENT/GETTING OLDER 
HOLDS NO FEARS/DOES NOT WANT TO AGE FURTHER 
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FIGURE 21 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 20- AGEING AS A POSITIVE 
EVENT I AGEING AS A NEGATIVE EVENT ISATISFIED WITH 
BODY /NOT SATISFIED WITH BODY 
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FIGURE 22 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 36 - PERCEPTION 
OF HEALTH - HEA LTH LESS IMPORTANT NOW/HEALTH 
MORE IMPORTANT NOW 
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It can be observed from Table 3. 11 that there are low positive cor­

relations between some of the items measuring attitudes towards 

ageing, viz. items 19, 20 and 30, i.e. these range bet\~een .13 and 

.37. Also, there is a low positive correlation between items 30 

and 36, viz. (r = .22). 

It can be seen from Figure 19 that the scores on item 19 are nega­

tively skewed because the majority of respondents felt stronger, 

happier and more lively with the onset of ageing (see Table 3.10) . 

It can be noted from Figure 20 that the scores on item 30 reflect a 

bimodal distribution because 52.9% of the respondents disagreed with 

the statement that they found it difficult to accept that they were 

getting older, 42.9% of them agreed with this statement, and 4.3% of 

them expressed indecisive attitudes (see Table 3.10). Also, there 

is a low positive correlation between the above-mentioned item and 

this one (r = .31). 

The above findings indicate the following: firstly, some respondents 

felt stronger, happier and more lively with the onset of ageing, and 

did not find it difficult to accept that they were getting older. 

This implies that they have come to terms with the ageing process, 

and have a positive perception about it. It is obvious that these 

respondents have learnt to accept the physical changes of ageing, 

and also illnesses or disabilities (Erickson, 1950; Gould, 1972; 

Neugarten, 1968 and Levinson, (1978 cited in Nadelson, Polonsky and 

Mathews, 1979, p.292) (see chapter 1 section 4). 
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Secondly, some respondents felt weaker, unhappier and more depressed 

with the advent of ageing, and found it difficult to accept that 

they were getting older. According to Marmor (1968) and Collin 

(1979), signs of ageing and bodily deterioration may cause a major 

and painful crisis. This is experienced physically as a loss of 

health and vitality (Gutmann, 1976). Moreover, separation loss is a 

key psychological stress that occurs frequently during this period, 

for example, the loss of one's youthful self-image (Marmor, 1968) 

(see chapter 1 section 4). 

It was expected that there would be a 

correlation between the above item, 

moderate to high positive 

i.e. item 30 (see Table 3.10) 

and item 38, viz. I worry that the time which I still have left to 

live is shorter now than it was when I was younger (see Table 3.19), 

because Gutmann (1976) and Marmor (1968) state that the somatic 

changes of the ageing process during middle-age carry with them an 

inescapable confrontation with the fact of mortality. The defenses 

which have worked so well in youth - the illusion of immortality and 

the denial of one's own ultimate death can no longer be maintained. 

The result is a marked increase in what has come to be known as 

"existential anxiety," the anxiety that is derived from fully facing 

the limits of existence and our own ultimate nonexistence (see chap­

ter 1 section 5). This expectation proved to be correct, i.e. there 

is a moderate positive correlation between these two items, viz. 

(r = .50). 

It can be discerned from Figure 21 that the scores on item 20 are 

negatively skewed because the majority of respondents felt that 
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their bodies were in good shape (see Table 3.10). The finding sug­

gests that they have accepted the undeniable fact of their own 

ageing, and have come to terms with the physical signs of ageing, 

which becomes prevalent at middle age (Peck, 1968). Moreover, it 

is possible that they have developed a sense of fortitude against 

societal and cultural influences, which place such a high value on 

youthfulness and attractiveness (see Peck, 1968; Marmor, 1968) (see 

chapter 1 section 4). 

The finding that a minority of respondents considered their bodies 

to be in bad shape, implies that they have a negative perception of 

their bodies, have in all likelihood been unable to accept their own 

ageing, and this has negative consequences for them, because signs 

of ageing and bodily decline may evoke a major and painful crisis 

(Marmor, 1968; Collin, 1979). They are probably less able to 

resist societal and cultural influences, which place such a high 

value on youthfulness and attractiveness than those respondents who 

have a positive perception of their bodies (see chapter 1 section 4) 

(see above). 

It can be observed from Figure 22 that the scores on item 36 are 

positively skewed because the majority of respondents agreed with 

the statement that their health means more to them now than it used 

to (see Table 3.10). The finding suggests that they have a greater 

preoccupation with their health now than in earlier years. Accor­

ding to Feldman (1964) and Gould (1972), concern with health in­

creases during the 50s (see chapter 1 section 4). 
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The finding that a minority of respondents disagreed with the above 

statement, implies that they are not more preoccupied with their 

health than in earl ier years. This is unusual, given all the exis­

ting evidence about greater concern with health in the middle years 

(see Feldman, 1964; Gould, 1972) (see chapter 1 section 4) (see 

above). It is possible that they are denying that they have this 

concern. 

3.1.8 Sex in marriage At 40 and beyond 

In this section, items 21, 22 and 23 focus on the nature of the 

sexual relationship between spouses from the perspectives of inte­

rest, importance and enjoyment. Item 33 focuses on whether the male 

respondent experiences anxiety about current decl ine in sexual func­

tioning, or is not perturbed by current decline in sexual functio­

ning compared to ten years ago (see chapter 2 section 2.6.3.1). The 

n's, means, standard deviations and distribution of percentage 

responses to these items are presented in Table 3.12 below. The 

intercorrelations between the four items are presented in Table 3.13 

below. Histograms of the frequency of responses to the items are 

presented in Figures 23, 24, 25 and 26 below. 
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TABLE 3.12 HUMAN SEXUAL RESPONSE THE AGEING FEMALE AND THE AGEING 

MALE 

Item N Mean S D 
No. 

21 69 5,7 1 ,8 

How interested are you 

22 69 5,6 1,9 

w % " 

1-4 5 

Much more Same 
now 

13 39 .1 

in sex now compared to 

1-4 5 

Much more Same 
important now 

23.1 31.9 

ten yea rs 

% 

6-9 

Much 1 ess 
now 

47.8 

ago? 

6-9 

Much 1 ess 
important now 

44.9 

How important is your sexual relationship with your husband/wife now 
compared with the time when you were a young married couple? 

1-4 5 6-9 

More Same Less 
enjoyabl e enjoyab 1 e 

23 67 4,5 1 ,9 34.4 47.8 18 

How enjoya bl e do you fi nd your sexual relationship with your 
husband/wife now compa red to ten years ago? 

1-4 6-9 5 

Di sagree Agree Undecided 

33 35 3,7 2,2 65.7 31.6 2.9 

I worry that I am not able to get as sexually excited now as I could 
fi ve yea rs a go (Males only). 
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INTERCORRELATIONS BETWEEN ITEMS MEASURING NATURE OF 
SEXUALITY 

Item No. 

21 
22 
23 

22 

.74 

23 

.67 

.65 

33 

.34 

.30 

.22 

FIGURE 23 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 21- SEXUALlTY- INTEREST 
IN SEXUALlTY- MUCH MORE NOW/MUCH LESS NOW 

Y 
30.-----------------------------------· 

25~-----------------

20~------------------

f 

15~----------------

10r-----------------

5r-----------------

0'---
1 2 346 6 7 8 9 X 

SCORES ON ITEM 21 
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FIGURE 24 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 22-SEXUALlTY- MUCH MORE 
IMPORTANT NOW IMUCH LESS IMPORTANT NOW 

Y 
25.---------------------------------~ 

20~------------------

f 

15~-------------------

10~---------------~ 

5 1------------

1 2 3 4 5 6 - 7 8 9 X 
SCORES ON ITEM 22 
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FIGURE 25 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 23- SEXUALITY - MORE 
ENJOYABLE/LESS ENJOYABLE 

Y 
40r----------------------------------~ 

30~----------------

20~----------------

f 

10~----------------

OL...-..-
123456789X 

SCORES ON ITEM 23 
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FIGURE 26 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 33- SEXUALITY - DOES NOT 
FEEL PRESSURE OF AGE IN RELATIONSHIP TO SEX - FEEL 
PRESSURE OF AGE IN RELATIONSHIP TO SEX- MALES ONLY 

Y 
12.-----------------------------------. 

10 \----- ---------

f 

8 1------------ -.-

61---

41----

21---

0'-----
12345678 gx 

SCORES ON ITEM 33 
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It can be discerned from Table 3.13 that there are moderate positive 

correlations between some of the items measuring the nature of sexu­

ality, viz. items 21, 22 and 23, i.e. these vary between .65 and 

.74. Also, there are low positive correlations between the former 

items and item 33. 

It can be seen from Figure 23 that the scores on item 21 are posi­

tively skewed because more spouses were much less interested in sex 

now 47.8% than much more interested in sex now 13% compared to ten 

years ago (see Table 3.12). Also, 39.1% of them reported that their 

interest in sex now compared to ten years ago had remained the same. 

This suggests that the passage of time did not have an effect on 

their sexual interest. Similar results concerning the diminution 

of sexual interest were obtained by Cristenson and Gagnon (1965 

cited in Neugarten & Datan, 1974, p.599), who noted that sexual 

act i vity in middle age tends to be consistent with the individual's 

past behaviour, but at the same time there is a gradual decrease in 

most persons. Also, in the Pfeiffer, Verwoerdt and Davis (1972) 

study, there was a pattern of decline in current sexual interest 

from the younger to the older age categories, viz. (46-50, 51-55, 

56-60), for both men and women (see chapter 2 section 2.1.1). 

It can be noted from Figure 24 that the scores on item 22 are posi­

tively skewed because more spouses felt that their sexual relation­

ship with their husbands/wives was much less important now 44.9% 

than much more important now 23 .1% compared with the time when they 

were young married couples (see Table 3.12). Also, 39.1% of them 

indicated that the importance of their sexual relationship with 
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their husbands/wives now compared with the time when they were young 

married couples had remained the same. This suggests that the pas­

sage of time did not have an impact on the importance they attribu­

ted to sex. The subjects in the present study, who evaluated their 

sexual relationship with their spouses now compared with the time 

when they were young married couples as much less important now, are 

similar to the nonpatients in the Stein, Holzman, Karasu and Charles 

(1978) study, who ranked sex at a low point at ages 51-60. Accor­

ding to Stein, Holzman, Karasu and Charles, the reason for subjects 

attributing less importance to sex, can be ascribed to the lessening 

of the component of biological drive in mid and late adulthood. 

Also, their hypothesis that in the context of growing intimacy, with 

increasingly stable relationships, the importance of sex as an iso­

lated activity diminishes, is confirmed in the present study (see 

chapter 1 section 2.1.1). 

These results differ from those obtained by a number of previous 

researchers, who concluded that the sexual dimension of marriage 

becomes relatively unimportant to later 1 ife marital adjustment 

(Dentler, 1960; Brayshaw, 1962; Feldman, 1964; Westley & Epstein, 

1960; Pineo, 1968; Troll, 1970 cited in Cleveland, 1976, p.233) 

(see chapter 1 section 2.1), because a number of spouses in the 

present study indicated that the importance of their sexual rela­

tionship with their husbands/wives now compared with the time when 

they were young married couples had remained the same. 

The finding that some respondents in the present study evaluated 

their sexual relationship with their spouses now compared to the 
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time when they were young married couples as much more important 

now, is supported by, and can be understood in terms of Cleveland's 

(1976) assumptions (see chapter 1 section 2.1), because she argues 

that the cultural view that sex becomes relatively unimportant to 

ageing marriages, is incorrect, because according to her, the fact 

that sex becomes physiologically and affectively less insistent, 

does not imply that it becomes less valuable and therefore less 

important. The above finding supports this view. 

It can be observed from Figure 25 t hat the scores on item 23 are 

negatively skewed because more spouses found their sexual relation­

ship with their husbands/wives more enjoyable now 34.4% than less 

enjoyable now 18% compared to ten years ago (see Table 3.12). 

However, the most notable feature of this distribution of scores, is 

that the majority of them believe that the enjoyment they derive 

from their sexual relationship with their husbands/wives now com­

pared to ten years ago, has remained the same. This suggests that 

the passage of time did not have an effect on their sexual enjoy­

ment. The results concerning the sexual enjoyment of spouses in 

the present study do not coincide with those of Lowenthal, Thurnher, 

Chiriboga and Associates (1975) (see chapter 1 section 2.1.1), where 

among their older groups, i.e. (middle-aged men and women and pre­

retired men and women), questions of sexual intimacy and optimal 

sexual adjustment had been supplanted by other existential concerns, 

and changes were no longer as consistently positive . However, the 

finding that approximately one third of the older people reported 

increasing sexual satisfaction, is similar to the present study. 
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It can be discerned from Figure 26 that the scores on item 33 are 

negatively skewed because the majority of male respondents disagreed 

with the statement that they worried they were not able to get as 

sexually excited now as they could five years ago (see Table 3.12). 

It is clear that the majority of them do not experience anxiety 

about declining sexual potency. However, the finding that some of 

them experience anxiety about this issue, has received comment from 

a number of theorists, viz . Masters and Johnson (1966 cited in Neu ­

garten, 1968, p.275), Soddy (1967) and Strickler (1975) (see chapter 

1 section 2.1.1). According to these theorists, the incidence of 

sexual inadequacy increases dramatically in men after the age of 50. 

It appears to be caused largely by psychological and social factors. 

It contributes to a crisis, in terms of loss, for the middle-aged 

male. This is often related to adolescent-type conflicts about 

sexual identity. If he cannot repress these feelings, symptoms of 

depression and anxiety can emerge, as well as acting-out behaviour 

in order to prove his virility. 

3.1.9 Female attitudes to the menopause 

In this section, items 24, 25, 26, 27(i) and 27(ii) focus on the 

middle-aged woman's attitudes towards the menopause 

spectives of general emotional impact, children, 

relationship (see chapter 2 section 2.6.3.1). 

from the per­

and the spousal 

The n's, means, 

standard deviations and the distribution of percentage responses to 

these items are presented in Table 3.14 below. The intercorrelations 

between the five items are presented in Table 3.15 below. Histograms 
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of the frequency of responses to the items are presented in Figures 

27, 28, 29, 30 and 31 below. 

TA8LE 3.14 FEMALE ATTITUDES TO THE MENOPAUSE 

Item N Mean S D % % 
No. 

1-4 6-9 5 

Relieved Upset Indecisive 

24 35 1 ,10 1 ,9 77 .3 5.7 11.4 

How do women 1 ike you feel when your periods come to an end. in later 
1 ife? (WOMEN ONLY) 

1-4 6-9 5 

Rel ieved Un ha ppy Indecisive 

25 33 2,5 2,5 78.8 12.1 9.1 

How do women like you feel when you are no longer able to 
child/children once your periods have stopped in later life? 
ONLY) 

have a 
(WOMEN 

1-4 6-9 5 

More Less Same 
1 ov i n g loving 

26 32 4,9 1 ,1 6.3 6.3 87.5 

How loving will/did your husband feel towa rds you when you are/were 
no longer able to have your periods? (WOMEN ONLY) 
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TABLE 3.14 FEMALE ATTITUDES TO THE MENOPAUSE (CONT) 

Item N Mean S D 
No. 

27(i) 33 2,10 2,0 

% 

1-4 

Still 
sexually 
attractive 

57.6 

% 

6-9 5 

Less Indecisive 
sexually 
interested 

3.0 39 .4 

Do/did wives like you feel that your husbands will/would not find 
you sexually attractive when you are/were no longer able to have 
your periods in the middle years of your life? (WOMEN ONLY) 

1-4 6-9 5 

Not worried Worried Indecisive 

27(ii) 31 2,0 1,7 77 .4 o 22.6 

The wife's feelings about whether her husband finds her sexually 
attractive at the menopause - How do/did you feel about this? 

TABLE 3.15 

Item 

24 
25 
26 

INTERCORRELATIONS BETWEEN ITEMS MEASURING ATTITUDES 
TOWARDS THE MENOPAUSE 

No. 25 26 27(i) 27 (i i) 

.44 .30 .12 .28 
.03 .20 .48 

.39 -.00 
27 (i) .51 
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FIGURE 27 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 24- MENOPAUSE- RELIEVED/ 
UPSET 

y 
25.-----------------------------------. 

20 1---··---

15 f----

f 

10f---

5f---

0'----
12345678 9X 

SCORES ON ITEM 24 
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FIGURE 28 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 25- MENOPAUSE- CHILDREN 
AND THE MENOPAUSE- RELIEVED/UNHAPPY 

y 
25.-----------------------------------. 

20/------

15r---

f 10r---

5t---

0'---
123466789X 

SCORES ON ITEM 25 
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FIGURE 29 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 26-MENOPAUSE- HUSBAND 
AND WIFE- THEIR MARITAL RELATIONSHIP AND THE 
MENOPAUSE- MORE LOVING/LESS LOVING 

Y 
35.-----------------------------------. 

30r-----------------------------------------~ 

25~------------------

20~------------------

f 

15r---------------------

10r-----------------

5r-----------------

OL----
12345678 9X 

SCORES ON ITEM 26 
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FIGURE 30 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 27(j}- MENOPAUSE - HUSBAND AND 
WIFE- THEIR SEXUAL RELATIONSHIP AND THE MENOPAUSE- STILL 
SEXUALLY ATTRACTIVE/LESS SEXUALLY INTERESTED 

y 
20 .-------------------------------------~ 

15 r-------

10 r-----: 

f 

5~---

OL----
1 28456 7 

SCORES ON ITEM 27(i) 
8 9 X 
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FIGURE 31 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 27(1i)- MENOPAUSE- EXTENT OF 
WIFE'S ANXIETY ABOUT WHETHER HER HUSBAND FINDS HER 
SEXUALLY ATTRACTIVE OR UNATTRACTIVE ATTHE MENOPAUSE! 
NOT WORRIED/WORRIED 

Y 
25,-------------------------------------~ 

20 f-----

15 f------

f 

10 f-----

5 f-----

0'-------
1 28456 7 

SCORES ON ITEM 27(ii) 
8 9 X 
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It can be noted from Table 3.15 that there are low positive corre­

lations between some of the items measuring attitudes towards the 

menopause, viz. 24, 25, 26, 27{i) and 27{ii), i .e. these range 

between .12 and .48. Also, there is a moderate positive correla ­

tion between items 27{i) and 27{ii), i.e. (r = .51). 

It can be seen from Figure 27 that the scores on item 24 are nega­

tively skewed because the majority of women feel relieved when their 

periods come to an end in later life (see Table 3.14). The finding 

is substantiated by a number of previous research findings, viz. 

Neugarten, Wood, Kraines and Loomis (1963), Kraines and Wood (1965 

cited in Neugarten and Datan, 1974, p.602) and Weisman and Klerman 

(1977) (see chapter 1 sections 3.1 and 3.1.1). These findings in­

dicate that the majority of women in the Kraines and Wood study, and 

a group of women in the Neugarten, Wood, Kraines and Loomis study, 

especially those at the upper middle -class level, bel ieve that the 

menopause has no psychological significance for them, i.e. it is 

unlikely to cause much anxiety or stress. Many of them welcome the 

menopause as a relief from menstruation. In sum, the present study 

and the above-mentioned studies validate Weisman and Klerman's con­

tention that there is good evidence statistically that the menopause 

does not increase rates of depression. 

The finding that some women would feel upset about this issue, is 

similar to a number of previous research findings, viz. Neugarten, 

Wood, Kraines and Loomis (1963) and Kraines and Wood (1965 cited in 

Neugarten and Datan, 1974, p.602) (see chapter 1 section 3.1). For 

example, in the Neugarten, Wood, Kraines and Loomis study, some 
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women were scared of hav i ng mental breakdowns, while some of them 

seemed to be worried about the menopause but were actively defending 

against their anxiety. However, only a minority of subjects in the 

Kraines and Wood study, could think of a way that a woman's emo­

tional health was likely to be negatively affected. In sum, the 

present study concurs with the above study, which shows that only a 

minority of women seem to suffer anxiety about the menopause. 

It can be noted from Figure 28 that the scores on item 25 are nega­

tively skewed because the majority of women would feel relieved when 

they are no longer able to have a child/children once their periods 

stopped in later 1 ife (see Table 3.14). The finding is supported 

by a number of previous research findings, viz. Kraines and Wood 

(1965 cited in Neugarten and Oatan, 1974, pp.602-603) and Neugarten 

(1976) (see chapter 1 sections 3.1 and 3.1.5). For example, in the 

Kraines and Wood study, no women expressed regret over lost fertil­

ity, rather many of them stated that they were happy to have com­

pleted child-rearing. Both the Kraines and Wood and Neugarten 

studies indicate that many women welcome the menopause as a relief 

from fear of unwanted pregnancies. 

The finding that some women would feel unhappy about this issue, is 

validated by one previous empirical study, i.e. Neugarten (1976), 

and by a number of 

Lidz (1968), and 

theorists, viz. Cavan (1958), Chilman (1968), 

Notman (1978) (see chapter 1 section 3.1.5). All 

these theorists advance that the middle-aged mother i s likely to 

regret, become depressed, or at least be ambivalent about, her de­

clining, or terminated reproductive capacity. In addition, Lidz 
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and Notman contend that a woman's self-esteem is often closely re­

lated to her capacities to bear children, and the termination of 

this reproductive capacity contributes to depression. Lidz advances 

further that unless her self-esteem as a woman and mother, has be­

come ingrained with her, she suffers with the loss of the physical 

tokens of her femininity. 

Finally, the finding of Neugarten is similar to that of the present 

study, because she found that only a minority of women, viz. four 

percent, stated that the worst thing about the menopause was not 

being able to have more children. 

It can be observed from Figure 29 that the scores on item 26 are 

symmetrically distributed because an equal number of wives 6.3% felt 

that their husbands will feel more loving towards them, or will feel 

less loving towards them when they were no longer able to have their 

periods, while 87.5% of them expressed the view that their husbands' 

feelings of affection towards them would remain the same (see Table 

3.14). The finding that the majority of them believed their feelings 

of affection towards them would remain the same, is similar to a 

finding by Crawford and Hooper (1973) (see chapter 1 section 3.1.4). 

Crawford and Hooper asked the post-parental women in their study, a 

series of questions about their tendency to moodiness, the kind of 

qualities and abilities they valued most highly in their husbands, 

the extent of problem-solving with husbands, the relative degree of 

compatibility in their own marriages and the chief value of mar­

riage. None of these features of the marital relationship were 

related in any way to menopausal state or to the reporting or type 

of symptoms. 
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The finding that some wives felt that their husbands will feel 1 ess 

loving towards them when they are no 1 on ger abl e to have their 

periods, may be explained in terms of Cavan's (1 958) contention that 

a woman's reactions to the menopause that verge on the neuroti c are 

perhaps more closely related to her relation to husband than to the 

physical changes. If her husband is nearing the peak of his occu-

pational striving, he may seem to neglect her . She may eas il y 

misinterpret these situations, viewing them not as growing out of 

external social relationships but as proof that her physical changes 

make her unattractive and unappeal ing (see chapter 1 section 3.1.4). 

The finding that a minority of wives felt that their husbands will 

feel more loving towards them when they are no longer able to have 

their periods, is similar to a finding by Neugarten (1970), who 

found in a review of one of her studies that eleven percent of the 

women stated that the best thing about the menopause was that it 

brought about a better relationship with their husbands (see chapter 

1 section 3.1.3). 

It can be discerned from Figure 30 that the scores on item 27(i) are 

negatively skewed because the majority of wives felt that their hus­

bands will still find them sexually attractive when they are no 

longer able to have their periods in the middle years of their lives 

(see Table 3.14). The finding is verified by one previous empirical 

study, viz. Neugarten, Wood, Kraines and Loomis (1963) (see chapter 

1 section 3.1.3). For example, sixty-five percent of the women in 

the former study contended that the menopause had no effect on a 

woman's sexuality. 
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The finding that one wife felt that her husband will be much less 

sexually interested in her when she was no longer able to have her 

periods, can be understood in terms of existing theories, viz. 

Chilman (1968) and Lidz (1968) (see chapter 1 section 3.1.3). 

Chilman and Lidz advance that women believe that they lose their 

sexual responsiveness and ability to enjoy sex with the menopause, 

and this may cause a woman to feel that she will become an unattrac­

tive old girl whose husband may probably seek sexual satisfaction 

elsewhere. Chilman speculates further that along with the physio­

logical changes associated with the start (or middle or end) of the 

menopause, she also may feel disturbed lest she may no longer be 

sexually attractive as a woman. Lidz contends that such beliefs 

have no basis in fact. The f i ndings of the present study support 

Lidz's contention, because the majority of wives felt that their 

husbands will still find them sexually attractive once the i r periods 

stopped . 

3.1.10 The work career 

In this section, items 28 and 34 focus on the middle-aged respon­

dents' attitudes towards their work career (see chapter 2 section 

2.6.3.1). The n's, means, standard deviations and the distribution 

of percentage responses to these items are presented in Table 3.16 

below . Histograms of the frequency of responses to the items are 

presented in Figures 32 and 33 below. 
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TABLE 3.16 THE WORK CAREER 

Item N Mean S D % 
No. 

6-9 5 1-4 

Agree Indecisive Di sagree 

28 55 6 , 1 2,4 63.3 3.6 32.7 

I enjoy my job far more now than I did when I was a younger man/ 
woman (EMPLOYED MEN AND WOMEN ONLY). 

6-9 5 1-4 

Agree Indecisive Di sagree 

34 52 3,1 1 ,7 9.6 5.8 84.6 

I feel hopeless because there is no chance for me to improve my 
position at my pl ace of work in the future (EMPLOYED MEN AND WOMEN 
ONL Y) • 

FIGURE 32 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 28- GAP BETWEEN ASPIRATIONS AND 
ACHIEVEMENTS AT WORK/ENJOYED MY WORK MORE AS A YOUNG 
MAN/WOMAN/ENJOY MY WORK MORE NOW THAN WHEN I WlS A 
YOUNG MAN/WOMAN 

Y 
20r-----------------------------~ 

15~-----------------------------

10~-----

f 

5~-----

oL---
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9X 

SCORES ON ITEM 28 . 
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FIGURE 33 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 34- GAP BETWEEN ASPIRATIONS 
AND ACHIEVEMENTS AT WORK/HOPEFUL ABOUT FUTURE CAREER 
PROSPECTS/NOT HOPEFUL ABOUT FUTURE CAREER PROSPECTS 

y 
30.------------------------------------. 

25~-------------------------------------~ 

2 0 f---·----··-··-··---·-·-·~ 

f 

151-----------

101-----

o L---__ _ 

1 2 3 4 6 6 
SCORES ON ITEM 34 
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It can be seen from Figure 32 that the scores on item 28 are posi­

tively skewed because the majority of respondents enjoyed their job 

far more now than they did when they were younger men/women (see Ta­

ble 3.16) . The finding is supported by a number of previous resear­

chers in the area of career and the middle-age stage of life, viz. 

Neugarten, Moore and Lowe (1965), Peterson (1968) and Lowenthal, 

Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975). Neugarten, Moore and 

Lowe and Peterson see middle age in positive terms, i.e. as a period 

in one's life characterized by an increasing intellectual ability to 

make decisions, holding of high status jobs, earning a maximum in­

come, and enjoying relatively good physical and mental health which 

allows one to work regularly. Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and 

Associates found that job satisfaction increases with age. 

The finding that some respondents disagreed with the above state­

ment, can be explained in terms of Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga 

and Associates (1975) finding that job mobility decreases with age, 

i.e. the opportunity for career advancement for persons within work 

organizations, generally decreases with age, because such organiza­

tions tend to favour the young person over the middle-aged indivi­

dual when making promotions within their concerns. 

It can be noted from Figure 33 that the scores on item 34 are nega­

tively skewed because the majority of respondents disagreed with the 

statement that they felt hopeless because there was no chance for 

them to improve their positions at their place of work in the future 

(see Table 3.16). Also, there is a low negative correlation between 

the above- mentioned item and this one, viz. (r ~ -.38). The finding 
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can be explained in terms of the fact that middle age is regarded as 

the "prime of 1 ife," the point when youthful drive is not yet 

noticeably diminished, experience is great, and the combination of 

the two carries the man to his peak of success (Cavan, 1958). 

According to Cavan, employment also has the advantage of giving the 

woman a future to which to look forward, a future of success in her 

job, financial compensation, and perhaps added security for old age. 

Lidz (1968) states that for men, particularly in executive circles, 

the period between forty and fifty, or even fifty-five, may involve 

intense striving to capture the elusive top positions or properly to 

climax a career by amassing the wealth or prestige that has come 

within grasp. Demonstrated capacities may lead to greater expec­

tations, and open new opportunities. Others become involved in 

political jockeying to win out over a competitor (see chapter 1 

section 8). 

The finding that some respondents agreed with this statement, can be 

explained in terms of Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates 

(1975) finding that job satisfaction increases with age as job mobi­

lity decreases with age. Also, some men experience the feeling of 

being stuck in a rut that is to be found among the unsuccessful 

(Farrel et al. (1975 cited in Gutmann, 1976, p.42); Neugarten, 

1979; Grunebaum, 1979). According to Neugarten (1966, 1979), 

Peterson (1968), Strickler (1975) and Collin (1979), some of them 

express concerns about reaching a plateau in their careers (see 

chapter 1 section 8). In sum, these men are often unhappy in the 

middle years because of their occupational frustratic.ls, concerns 

and problems (Bossard & Boll, 1955; Lowenthal & Chiriboga (1972) 

(see chapter 1 section 8.1). 
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3.1.11 Attitudes towards the past 

In this sectio n, items 31 and 40 focus on the middle -aged respon-

dents' attitudes towards the past, i.e. whether they have a positive 

preoccupation with the past or negative preoccupation with it (see 

chapter 2 section 2.6.3.1). The n's, means and standard deviations 

and distr i bution of percentage responses to these items are presen-

ted in Table 3.17 below. Histograms of the frequency of responses 

to the items are presented in Figures 34 and 35 below. 

TABLE 3.17 POSITIVE PREOCCUPATION WITH THE PAST/NEGATIVE PREOC­
CUPATION WITH THE PAST 

Item N Hean S D % % 
No. 

6-9 1-4 5 

Agree Di sagree Undecided 

31 70 5,6 2 ,1 65.7 31.4 2.9 

I am pleased with what I did with my 1 ife when I was younger. 

6-9 1-4 5 

Agree Disagree Undecided 

40 704,2 2,2 31.4 67.1 1.4 

I worry about the mistakes which I made when I was younger . 
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FIGURE 34 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 31- NEGATIVE 
PREOCCUPATION WITH THE PAST/POSITIVE PREOCCUPATION 
WITH THE PAST 
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FIGURE 35 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 40- POSITIVE 
PREOCCUPATION WITH THE PAST INEGATIVE PREOCCUPATION 
WITH THE PAST 
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It can be seen from Figure 34 that the scores on item 31 are posi­

tively skewed because the majority of respondents felt pleased with 

what they did with their lives when they were younger (see Table 

3.17) • 

It can be seen from Figure 35 that the scores on item 40 are nega­

tively skewed because the majority of respondents disagreed with the 

statement that they worried about the mistakes which they made when 

they were younger (see Table 3.17). Also, there is a low negative 

correlation between the above-mentioned item and this one, viz. (r = 

-.38). 

The above-mentioned findings demonstrate the following: firstly, 

some respondents felt pleased with what they did with their lives 

when they were younger, and did not worry about the mistakes \~hich 

they made when they were younger. This suggests that they are 

socially and psychologically "healthy" because they have a positive 

preoccupation with the past (see Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and 

Associates, 1975, chapter 1 section 7.1). Other results supporting 

this finding, were obtained by the same researchers, who asked their 

respondents to allocate their best age either to the past or to the 

futu re. They found that a 11 of the mi ddl e-aged subjects ass i gned 

their best age to the past (see Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and 

Associates, 1975, chapter 1 section 7.1.3) . 

Secondly, some respondents did 

when they were younger and worried 

made when they were younger. 

not feel pleased with their 1 ives 

about the mistakes which they 

This suggests that they are in some 
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social or psychological sense less "healthy" because they have a 

negative preoccupation with the past (see Lowenthal, Thurnher, 

Chiriboga and Associates, 1975, chapter 1 section 7.1). 

This finding is also similar to another finding by Lowenthal, Thurn­

her, Chiriboga & Associates (1975), because they found that active 

reconstruction of the past, characterized by a concern with "rehas­

hing" specific past decisions or behaviour, shifted by stage, pea­

king at middle age - 44 percent of the middle-aged parents manifes­

ted such concerns (see chapter section 7.1.1), while in the pre­

sent study, 31.4% of the respondents did not feel pleased with what 

they did with their lives when they were younger, and worried about 

the mistakes which they made when they were younger. 

3.1.12 Attitudes towards the future 

In this section, items 37 and 43 focus on the middle-aged respon­

dents' attitudes towards the future, i.e. whether they have a posi­

tive preoccupation with the future or negative preocc~pation with it 

(see chapter 2 section 2.6.3 .1). The n's, means, standard deviations 

and distribution of percentage responses to these items are presen­

ted in Table 3.18 below. Histograms of the frequency of responses 

to the items are presented in Figures 36 and 37 below. 
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TABLE 3.18 POSiTIVE PREOCCUPATION WITH THE FUTURE/NEGATIVE 
PREOCCUPATION WITH THE FUTURE 

Item N Mean S D % % 
No. 

6-9 5 

Agree Indecisive 

37 69 4,2 2 ,1 31.4 5.7 

I am not as hopeful now as I used to be about my future. 

1-4 5 

Disagree Indecisive 

43 70 6,9 1 ,9 8.6 5.7 

I look forward with pleasure to my future. 

FIGURE 36 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 37- POSITIVE 
PREOCCUPATION WITH THE FUTUREINEGATIVE 
PREOCCUPATION WITH THE FUTURE 
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FIGURE 37 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 43- NEGATIVE 
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It can be seen from Figure 36 that the scores on item 37 are nega­

tively skewed because the majority of respondents disagreed with the 

statement that they were not as hopeful now as they used to be about 

their future (see Table 3.18). 

It can be noted from Figure 37 that the scores on item 43 are posi­

tively skewed because the majority of respondents looked forward 

with pleasure to their future (see Table 3.18). Also, there is a 

moderate negative correlation between the above-mentioned item and 

this one, viz. (r = -.64). 

The above-mentioned findings show the following: firstly, some 

respondents felt as hopeful now as they used to be about their 

future~ and looked forward with pleasure to their future. This 

suggests that they are socially and psychologically "healthy" be­

cause they have a positive perception of the future (see reasoning 

of Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates, 1975 chapter 

section 7.1). 

Secondly, some respondents were not as hopeful as they used to be 

about their future, and did not look forward with pleasure to their 

future . This suggests that they are socially and psychologically 

maladjusted because Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates 

(1975) found that individuals who are in some social or psychologi­

cal sense less "healthy" have a more limited perspective on the 

future (see chapter 1 section 7.1). These subjects are simi 1ar to 

the empty-nest and pre-retiree subjects in the Lowenthal, Thurnher, 

Chiriboga and Associates study, in a number of respects, viz. the 
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refusal by some of the subjects in the latter study, to project the 

number of years they anticipated for themselves in their future on 

the Life Evaluation Chart, the fact that the latter subjects gene­

rally projected less far into the future than did the newlyweds and 

high school seniors, and finally, the fact that none of these latter 

subjects allocated their best age to the future, in contrast to the 

high school seniors and newlyweds (see chapter 1 sections 7.1.2 and 

7.1.3). 

Overall, however, the subjects in the present study were more hope­

ful about the future than those in the Neugarten and Garron (1959) 

study (see chapter 1 section 7.1.2) because of the following: 

Firstly, 61.51 of the respondents in the present study were as 

hopeful now as they used to be about the future and 85 . 7% of them 

looked forward with pleasure to their future, while 141 of the 

respondents in the above study expressed positive attitudes about 

the future. Secondly, 31.4% of the respondents in the present study 

were not as hopeful now as they used to be about their future and 

8.6% of them did not look forward with pleasure to their future, 

while only 13% of the respondents in the above study expressed nega­

tive attitudes about the future. Finally, only a minority of sub­

jects 5.71 in the present study expressed indecisive attitudes about 

the lack of hopefulness about the future, or the degree to which 

they looked forward with pleasure to the future, while 55 1 of the 

respondents in the above study expressed neutral attitudes about the 

future. 
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3.1.13 Confrontation with death 

In this section, items 32 and 38 focus on the middle-aged respon-

dents' attitudes towards death, i.e. whether they have an acceptance 

of death or an anxiety about it (see chapter 2 section 2.6.3.1). 

The n's, means, standard deviations and distribution of percentage 

responses to these items are presented in Table 3.19 below. Histo-

grams of the frequency of responses to the items are presented in 

Figures 38 and 39 below. 

TABLE 3.19 ACCEPTANCE OF DEATH/ANXIETY ABOUT DEATH 

Item N Mean S D % % 
No. 

1-4 5 6-9 

Di sa gree Indecisive Agree 

32 70 5,0 2,5 41.5 8.6 50 

It is easy for me to think about my own death. 

1-4 5 6-9 

Disagree Indecisive Agree 

38 70 4,7 2,4 52.8 5.7 45.8 

I worry that the time which I still have left to live is shorter now 
than it was when I was younger. 



230 . 

FIGURE 38 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 32- DEATH- ANXIETY ABOUT 
DEATH/ ACCEPTANCE OF DEATH 
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FIGURE 39 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 38- DEATH- ACCEPTANCE 
OF DEATH/ANXIETY ABOUT DEATH 
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It can be seen from Figure 38 that the scores on item 32 are bimo­

dally distributed because 50% of the respondents found it easy to 

think about their own deaths, 41.5% disagreed with the above state­

ment, and 8.6% expressed indecisive attitudes (see Table 3.19). 

It can be noted from Figure 39 that the scores on item 38 reflect a 

bimodal distribution because 52.8% of the respondents did not worry 

that the time which they still had left to live was shorter now than 

it was when they were younger, 45.8% of them agreed with this state­

ment, and a minority of them 5.7% expressed indecisive attitudes 

(see Table 3.19). Also, there is a low negative correlation between 

the above-mentioned item and this one, viz. (r = -.42). 

The above-mentioned findings indicate the following: firstly, some 

respondents found it easy to think about their own deaths, and did 

not worry that the time which they still had left to live was shor­

ter now than it was when they were younger. This suggests that 

they have come to terms with their own death, and have reconciled 

themselves to it. According to Brim (1976), one of the major psy­

chological tasks for middle age is resignation to death and a permu­

tation, a reordering of life priorities. It appears that each 

individual, must at least on an unconscious level, find a way to 

accept his/her mortality, and reconcile themselves to the loss of 

fantasized hopes (Nadelson, Polonsky & Mathews, 1979) (see chapter 1 

section 5). Thus, it appears that these subjects have satisfied 

one of the major developmental tasks of this stage. 

Secondly, some respondents found it difficult to think about their 
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own deaths, and worried that the time which they still had left to 

live was shorter now than it was when they were younger. This can 

be comprehended in terms of the views of a number of theorists, viz. 

Gutmann (1976), Marmor (1968) and Lifton (1973 cited in Collin, 

1979, p.146) (see chapter section 5). These theorists contend that 

the defenses which have wo r ked so well in youth - the illusion of 

immortality and the denial of one's own ultimate death can no longer 

be maintained at middle age. The result is a marked increase in 

"existential anxiety," the anxiety that is derived from fully facing 

the limits of our existence and our own ultimate nonexistence. 

This 'death anxiety' centres on fear of disintegration, stasis and 

separation. Though experienced throughout the life cycle, it is 

especially 'salient' in middle adulthood. 

From the above, it seems that middle-aged subjects have contrasting 

attitudes about the time which they still have left to live. This 

view is contained in a quotation provided by one of Neugarten's 

subjects (Neugarten, 1976) (see chapter 1 section 6.1). 

3.1.14 

Time is a two-edged sword. In some of my friends, it 
brings anxiety that there won't be time enough . To 
others, it adds a certain challenge in seeing how much 
pleasure can still be obtained (p.18) . 

Rehearsal for widowhood 

In this section, item 41 focuses on the phenomenon of rehearsal for 

widowhood. The purpose of this question was to ascertain the extent 

to which women undergo a rehearsal for widowhood more frequently 
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than middle-aged men (see chapter 2 section 2.6.3.1). Histograms 

of the frequency of responses to the above items, for both females 

and males, are presented in Figures 40 and 41 below. The t test was 

used to determine whether there were significant differences between 

males and females on this item (see Table 3.20 below). 

TABLE 3.20 REHEARSAL FOR WIDOWHOOD 

Item 
No. 

41 

Mean N 
Femal e 

6,2 35 

Mean 
nale 

5,3 

N t df 

35 1 ,64 68 ~ ,05 one-tailed 

I sometimes 
hUSband/wife 
ly disagree 
points (6-9) 

think about what it will be like for me one day when my 
is no longer living. Scale points (1-4)- Very strong­

Slightly disagree/Scale point -(5)- Undecided/Scale 
- Slightly agree - Very strongly agree. 

FIGURE 40 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 41- DEATH- REHEARSAL FOR 
WIDOWHOOD- WIVES MORE CONCERNED ABOUT REHEARSAL 
FOR WIDOWHOOD THAN HUSBANDS- FEMALES 
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Middle-aged women sometimes think about what it will be like for 

them one day when their 

hearsal for widowhood more 

Tabl e 3.20 above) . 

husbands a re no longer 1 i vi ng, i .e. a re­

frequently than middle -aged men (see 

This finding is simila r to the finding obtained by a number of pre­

vious researchers and theorists about this issue, viz . Neugarten, 

Wood, Kraines and Loomis (1963) , Neugarten (1966), (1970), (1979) 

and Neugarten and Datan (1974) (see chapter 1 section 4) . All these 

researchers and theorists contend that body-monitoring is the term 

used to describe many protective strategies for keeping the middle­

aged body at set levels of performance and appearance. This takes 

the form of rehearsal for widowhood in women . Women are more con-

cerned about the body-monitoring of their husbands than of them­

sel ves (see chapter 1 section 4). 

3.1 .15 The marital relationship 

In this section, items 35 and 45 focus on the impact of children 

leaving home on the marital relat ionship, i .e . whether this event 

has a positive or negative influence on the spouses (see chapter 2 

section 2. 6 . 3.1) . The n' s, means, standard deviations and distri ­

bution of percentage responses to these items are presented in Table 

3.21 below . Histograms of the frequency of responses to the items 

are presented in Figures 42 and 43 below . 
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TABLE 3.21 CHILDREN LEAVING HOME A POSITIVE/NEGATIVE INFLUENCE ON 
THE MARRIAGE RELATIONSHIP 

Item N Mean S D % % % 
No. 

1-4 6-9 5 

Di sagree Agree Undecided 

35 70 5,5 1 ,1 0 32.8 51 .5 1 5 .7 

When my child/children 1 eave home to live on his/her/their own, my 
husband/wife and I will get closer to each other than we are now. 

1-4 6-9 5 

Di sagree Agree Undecided 

45 70 2,7 1,8 85.7 8.7 5.7 

When my child/children leave home to live on his/her/their own, my 
husband/wife and I will have little in common. 

FIGURE 42 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 35- CHILDREN LEAVING 
HOME A NEGATIVE/POSITIVE INFLUENCE ON THE MARRIAGE 
RELATIONSHIP 
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FIGURE 43 HISTOGRAM OF ITEM 45- CHILDREN LEAVING 
HOME- A POSITIVEINEGATIVE INFLUENCE ON THE MARRIAGE 
RELATIONSHIP 
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It can be seen from Figure 42 that the scores on item 35 are posi­

tively skewed because the majority of spouses agreed with the state­

ment "when my child/children leave home to live on his/her/their 

own, my husband/wife and I will get closer to each other than we are 

now" (see Tab1 e 3.21). 

It can be noted from Figure 43 that the scores on item 45 are nega­

tively skewed because the majority of spouses disagreed with the 

statement "when my child/children leave home to live on his/her/ 

their own, my husband/wife and I will have little in common" (see 

Ta ble 3.21). It is discernible that the distribution of scores on 

items 35 and 45, are quite different, i.e. item 35, although posi­

tively skewed, approximates a bimodal distribution, while item 45 is 

clearly negatively skewed. 

The above-mentioned findings demonstrate the following: firstly, 

some spouses felt that when their children leave home to live on 

their own, their husbands/wives and them will get closer to each 

other than they are now, and did not feel that they would have 

little in common with one another. ' These findings are similar to 

previous findings by a number of researchers, who indicated that the 

departure of children from the home has a positive effect on the 

degree of marital satisfaction experienced by the parents, viz. 

Axelson (1960), Deutscher (1964), Burr (1970), Rollins and Feldman 

(1970), Neugarten and Datan (1974) and Thurnher (1976) (see chapter 

1 section 1.1.2). Axelson divided his subjects into two categories 

those who still had one or more single children under eighteen years 

of age remaining at home and those respondents who had no single 
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children under eighteen years 

were asked to recall the time when 

of age remaining at home. Subjects 

their chi l d was of high-school 

age and to note if changes had occurred. Both mothers and fathers 

indicated that a significant positive change in the area of marital 

adjustment had occurred since the child was in high school . Deut­

scher and Neugarten and Datan found that spouses who gave a positive 

assessment of the postparental period spoke of improved relation­

ships with each other, while Thurnher found that they frequently 

express the desire that they will develop greater intimacy and 

companionship during this period . Burr and Rollins and Feldman 

found that marital satisfaction increases at the launched stage and 

continues to increase through the retired stage. 

Secondly, some spouses did not feel that when their children leave 

home to live on their own, their husband/wives and them will get 

closer to each other than they are now, and also felt that they 

would have little in common with one another. These findings have 

been substantiated by a number of previous researchers and theo­

rists, viz . Fried and Stern (1948), Cavan (1958), Bossard and Boll 

(1955), Gurin, Veroff and Feld (1960), Deutscher (1964), Li dz 

(1968), Neugarten and Datan (1974), Lurie (1974) and Pincus and Dare 

(1977), who all noted a deterioration in some middle-age marriage 

relationships, which follows after the departure of the children 

from the home (see chapter 1 section 1.1 .2). Fried and Stern, 

Cavan, Lidz and Pincus and Dare contend that husbands and wives who 

have turned to their children for the love and encouragement that 

normally comes from the spouse, also face difficult adjustment with 

the independence of the children for the following reasons: firstly, 
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they have more time for reflection on their own marital relationship 

- th i s can prove to be a negative experience, especially given the 

above-mentioned situation, secondly, the children no longer provide 

diversion or activity, or serve as scapegoats for the conflict be-

tween the spouses, thirdly, in such a situation, the marriage often 

becomes flat, the couple frustrate each other, and their sagging 

vitality i$ likely to affect all other areas of their lives. Con-

flicts arise which can lead to illness. Bossard and 'Boll and Gurin, 

Veroff and Feld located the lowest level of marital satisfaction at 

the stage of the family life cycle associated with the empty-nest. 

Deutscher found that there were some couples in his study, who had 

remained married "for the sake of the children" for as long as 25 

yea rs • Neugarten and Datan and Lurie found that both men and women 

were most likely to say that negative changes have occurred in their 

marriages since the departure of their children from the home. 

The findings of the present study regarding marital satisfaction, 

which indicated that the departure of children from the home has a 

predominantly positive effect on the degree of marital satisfaction 

experienced by the parents, lends substance to the words of encou-

ragement which Brayshaw (1962) offers to his middle-aged couples by 

quoting the words of Browning: 

Grow old along with me, 
The best is yet to be, 
The last of life, for which the first was made 
Our times are in His hand 
Who saith, "A whole I planned, 
Youth shows but half; 
trust G-d; see all, not be afraid" (p.364). 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

CONCLUSIONS 

4.1 Introduction 

In this chapter, conclusions about the various theoretical issues 

examined in this thesis, viz. children are on-time or off-time with 

regard to major life events, impact of children leaving home on the 

parents, degree of parental involvement with children, ageing, sexu­

ality, menopause, work-career, and attitudes towards the past, fu­

ture and death, are drawn. In addition, an overall conclusion 

concerning the extent to which the empty-nest stage of life consti­

tutes a negative crisis period, or a positive period of stability 

and growth for the empty-nest parents, is drawn. 

4.1.1 Individual timetables: on-time and off-time events 

The findings concerning parental attitudes towards children being 

on-time or off-time with regard to major life events such as voca­

tional adjustment, leaving home, having children, and marriage con­

firms in one sense, and repudiates in another sense, the views of a 

numbe r of theorists, viz. Neugarten (1970), Neugarten and Datan 

(1974), Thurnher, Spence and Lowenthal (1974), Bourque and Back 

(1977) and Rossi (1980), who contend that it is the unanticipated 

not the anticipated, which is likely to constitute the traumatic 

event as when the empty nest, occupational adjustment, marriage and 

grandparenthood occur at unexpected times during the life cycle, 
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i .e . , too early or too late, viz. th i s is theoret i cally called being 

off-t i me with regard to major life events, for the following rea­

sons, viz . on the one hand, the major i ty of parents would worry that 

their children cannot earn their own living if they were aged be­

tween twenty-five and thirty years of age and had not yet settled 

down properly in their jobs, 51 . 5% of them would worry that they 

cannot stand on their own two feet if they were in their middle to 

late twenties and were still staying at home, a minority of them 

would be anxious to have grandchildren if they waited a long time 

after they were married before deciding to have children, and 45 . 7% 

of them would fear that they would remain single if they were aged 

between twenty-five and thirty years of age and had not yet married, 

while, on the other hand, a minority of them would be unconcerned if 

their children were aged between twenty-five and thirty years of age 

and had not yet settled down properly in their jobs, because they 

felt that there was still plenty of time for them to do so, 48.5% of 

them would not be bothered if they were in their mi ddle to late 

twenties and were still staying at home, the majority of them would 

not be upset if they waited a long time after they were married 

before deciding to have children, and 38.6% of them would not be 

troubled if they were aged between twenty-five and thirty years of 

age and had not yet married (see chapter 3 section 3.1.2 Table 3.1). 

Thus the evidence shows that there is a complexity inherent in these 

find i ngs, which is not evident in the above-mentioned theories . The 

most outstanding characteristic of these findings, is that there i s 

no general tendency for the major i ty of parents to experience stress 

if their ch i ldren are off-time with regard to these events, and this 

contradicts the above theories . It appears that their responses to 
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them being on-time or off-time in relation to these events, differs 

according to the nature of each specific event (see chapter 3 sec­

tion 3.1.2 and chapter 1 section 6.1.1). 

The fact that some parents would be unconcerned if their children 

were off-time with regard to these events, vindicates Hirschhorn's 

(1977 cited in Neugarten, 1979, p.899) idea of the "fluid" life 

cycle, which is characterized by the disappearance of traditional 

timetables. It also substantiates Neugarten's (1979) contention 

that it is of doubtful value to describe adulthood as an invariant 

sequence of stages, each occurring at a given chronological age (see 

chapter 3 section 3.1.2). 

4.1.2 The empty nest as turning point, frustration or satisfaction 

It appears that the majority of parents experience the advent of the 

departure of their children from the home as a negative event be­

cause they sustained a profound sense of loss, i.e. they felt not 

pleased/not relieved and very sad with the anticipated or actual 

occurrence of this event (see chapter 3 section 3.1.3 Table 3.3). 

This is contrary to the findings of two empirical studies by Lowen­

thal and Chiriboga (1972) and Anderson et al. (1977 cited in McCul­

lough, 1980, p.176) (see chapter 1 section 1.1.3), for the following 

reasons: firstly, only five middle-aged parents (three women and 

two men) in the former study perceived the present period, i.e. the 

period just prior to the respondent's last child graduating from 

high school as the lowest points in their life charts, or as a tur­

ning point - the reason for these evaluations was unrelated to the 
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departure of children from the home, and secondly, none of them 

(with the exclusion of one) cited the past or impending departure of 

a child as frustrating or as a current problem, while in the latter 

study, a small majority of them expected new challenges. It is 

noteworthy that in this study, only 33% of them expected a loss of a 

sense of family. 

The above findings are, however, similar to those of previous stu­

dies and theories, which suggest that the anticipated or actual 

occurrence of this event constitutes a loss for the middle-aged 

parents (Deutscher, 1964; Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry, 

1973; Anderson et al. (1977 cited in McCullough, 1980, p.176) (see 

chapter 3 section 3.1.3 and chapter 1 section 1.1.3). 

Support was found for the relationship between level of parental 

involvement with children and the loss experienced by the parents 

after , their departure from the home because those of them who were 

over-involved with them sustained a higher degree of loss than those 

who were optimally-involved with them. There was, however, only 

weak support for this relationship. This relationship can be ex­

plained in terms of Cavan's (1958) contention that the departure of 

a child for college or the marriage of a son or daughter is viewed 

as a bereavement, with parents mourning for the loss of the child's 

dependency as they might mourn over the physical death of a child 

(see chapter 1 section 1.1.4). 

Overall, it appears that the anticipated or actual departure of 

children from the home represents a predominantly negative experi-
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ence for the parents, notwithstanding the fact that the majority of 

them were optimally-involved with their children. However, this 

conclusion requires qualification because a minority of them felt 

pleased and relieved and not sad with the advent of this event. 

4.1.3 The cl inging parent 

The term over-involvement appears to be a misnomer in relation to 

the findings concerning the extent to which parents were optimally­

involved or over-involved with their teenage and young adult chil­

dren, because of the following: firstly, the majority of them were 

optimally-involved, i.e. healthily-involved with them. This suggests 

a loosening of ties towards them. Also, their ability to allow them 

to separate from them was unimpaired (see Stein, Holzman, Karasu & 

Charles, 1978, chapter 1 section 1.1.4), secondly, it was impossible 

to identify one group of them who were over-involved, i.e. unhealth­

ily-involved with them, on each of the items measuring the degree of 

involvement with them, for the following reasons: firstly, the items 

tapped different aspects of involvement, as evidenced by the low 

correlations between the items, and accordingly, the respondents' 

responses to each of the items were different. However, the distri­

bution of scores on each of the items were similar, which validates 

the conclusion that the majority of them were optimally-involved 

with them (see chapter 3 section 3.1.4 Table 3.4). It is more likely 

that clinical studies would yield groups of parents who are over­

involved with their children, viz. Curlee (1969), Bart (1971), 

Oliver (1977) and Stein, Holzman, Karasu & Charles (1978) (see chap­

ter 1 section 1.1.4), unlike the present study, which comprises a 

"normal" sample. 
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4.1.4 Problems of empty-nest women 

It can be concluded that wives are more critically affected by their 

children's departure from the home than husbands because the child­

rearing role is more central to a mother's existence than a father's . 

A variety of factors contribute towards this phenomenon . These are 

the following: firstly, mothers have invested more emotionally in 

the rearing of their children than fathers, secondly, mothers often 

feel that their major 1 ife function has been completed, and this 

evokes feelings of regret and emptiness, thirdly, cultural values 

emphasize the importance of the child-rearing role more for women 

than for men, and the termination of this role, may cause mothers to 

feel rejected, because they have lost, what they perceive to be , one 

of the primary reasons for their existence. In contrast our culture 

stresses the importance of the occupational role more for men than 

for women, and consequently, the impact of children leaving home, is 

less severe on fathers than mothers, because the former are still 

able to feel relatively needed and involved in the outside world (see 

chapter 3 section 3.1.5; see Cavan, 1958; Lidz, 1968; ~'armor, 1968; 

Duvall, 1971; The Group for the Advancement of Psychiatry, 1973; 

Troll, 1975 chapter 1 section 1.1.4). 

4.1.5 Parent-child relationships 

The findings that the majority of parents felt proud of their chil­

dren's behaviour, and were not disappointed with the relationship 

that they had with them, is antithetical to the views of a number of 

theorists, viz. Peterson (1968), Vincent (1972) and Notman (1979) 
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(see chapter 1 section 1.1.6). All these theorists commented on 

the intergenerational conflict between middle-aged parents and their 

adolescent children and young adult children. The latter may be 

sexually and aggressively provocative, challenging or disappointing . 

It is also contrary to the findings of Lurie (1974) and Thurnher, 

Spence and Lowenthal (1974), because of the following: firstly, 

Lurie stated that empty-nest parents experiencing their adolescent 

children (who were going through a transitional stage) were most 

likely to say that being a parent was most difficult at the present 

time, secondly, Thurnher, Spence and Lowenthal noted that about 

three-fourths of the middle-aged parents reported some conflict with 

the children (see chapter 3 section 3.1.6). 

However, these findings are similar to the results of a number of 

previous researchers, viz. Gurin, Veroff and Feld (1960), Thurnher, 

Spence and Lowenthal (1974) and Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga and 

Associates (1975), who noted the existence of positive and satisfy­

ing relationships prevalent between parents and their adolescent and 

young adult children (see chapter 3 section 3.1.6 and chapter 1 

section 1.1.6). 

The findings that the majority of parents 97.1 % felt proud of their 

children's behaviour, yet notwithstanding this, 

17 .1% felt disappointed because they had 

a minority of them 

an unhappy relationship 

with some of them, is similar to a finding by Thurnher, Spence and 

Lowenthal (1974), who observed that the presence of conflict did not 

detract from the positive descriptions and evaluations of children 

(see chapter 3 section 3.1.6 Table 3.7 and chapter 1 section 1.1.6). 
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The finding that a minority of parents felt that they had been un­

successful parents, confirms the finding of Deutscher (1964), who 

noted that these couples considered themselves failures because 

their hopes and ambitions for their children had not been realized 

(see chapter 3 section 3.1.6 and chapter 1 section 1.1.6). 

In conclusion, the majority of parents view their grown-up children 

in pleasurable terms, and only a minority of them consider them to 

be problematic. 

4.1.6 The changing body 

The findings that the majority of respondents felt stronger, happier 

and more lively with the onset of ageing, 52.9% of them did not find 

it difficult to accept that they were getting older, and the majo­

rity of them felt that their bodies were in good shape, is contrary 

to the views of a number of theorists, who view the process of age­

ing in negative terms, because, according to them, signs of ageing 

and bodily decline may evoke a major and painful crisis (Marmor, 

1968; Collin, 1979), which is conceived in physical terms as a loss 

of health and vitality (Gutmann, 1976), and may contribute to a 

separation loss, which is a key psychological stress that recurs 

frequently during this period, for example, the loss of one's youth­

ful self-image (Marmor, 1968) (see chapter 3 section 3.1.7 and chap­

ter 1 section 4). 

The above findings also show that these respondents have come to 

terms with the physical signs of ageing (see Erickson, 1950; Gould, 
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1972; Neugarten, 1968 and Levinson, 1978 cited in Nade1son, Polon­

sky & Mathews, 1979 p.292), and experience the process of ageing in 

positive and non-degenerative terms (see chapter 3 section 3.1.7 and 

chapter 1 section 4). 

It was concluded that respondents who find it difficult to accept 

that they are ageing, also have fears about the closer proximity of 

death. This supports the contentions of Gutmann (1976) and Marmor 

(1968), who state that the somatic changes of the ageing process 

during middle-age carry with them an inescapable confrontation with 

the fact of mortal ity (see chapter 3 section 3.1.7 and chapter 1 

section 5). 

The finding that the majority of respondents felt that their health 

means more to them now than it used to, suggests that greater pre­

occupation with health, is a common developmental concern of the 

middle years. This trend has also been validated by Feldman (1964) 

and Gould (1972) (see chapter 3 section 3.1.7 and chapter 1 section 

4). 

Overall, the majority of respondents have a positive view about the 

process of ageing, and only a minority of them seem to suffer from 

the deleterious effects of ageing. 

4.1.7 Sex in marriage: At 40 and beyond 

There appears to be a tendency towards a decline in sexual interest 

among spouses now compared to ten years ago, although this requires 
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qualification because almost forty percent of them reported no 

change in sexual inte rest in the same period. This latter tendency 

suggests that the passage of time had no impact on degree of sexual 

interest. Similar results concerning the first-mentioned tendency 

were obtained by Cristenson and Gagnon (1965 cited in Neugarte '~ and 

Datan. 1974. p.599) and Pfeiffer. Verwoerdt and Davis (1972). who 

noted a dec1 ine in sexual interest over time (see chapter 3 section 

3.1.8 and chapter 2 section 2.1). 

Secondly. there seems to be a tendency towards a decline in the 

importance that spouses attribute to sex now compared to" the time 

when they were young married couples. although this demands qua­

lification because nearly forty percent of them reported no change 

in the importance they attached to sex in the same timespan . This 

latter tendency suggests that the passage of time had no influence 

on the importance attributed to sex. Similar results were obtained 

by Stein. Holzman. Karasu and Charles (1978). who observed a decline 

in the importance that their nonpatients accorded to sex at ages 

51-60. They contend that the reason for this decline. can be as­

cribed to the reduction in the biological drive in the middle years. 

They also advance that in relationships which are characterized by 

an enduring intimacy. the importance of sex as an isolated activity. 

is lessened. 

The finding that twenty-three percent of the spouses expressed the 

opposite viewpoint. viz. they accorded more importance to sex now 

compared to the time when they were young married couples . can be 

understood i n terms of Cleveland's (1976) assumptions. viz •• that 
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the fact that sex becomes physiologically and affectively less ur­

gent, does not necessarily imply that it becomes less valuable, and 

therefore less important (see chapter 3 section 3.1.8 and chapter 2 

section 2.1). 

Thirdly, there appears to be a trend towards more spouses conside­

ring their sexual relationship with their husbands/wives to be more 

enjoyable now than less enjoyable now compared to ten years ago, 

although this necessitates qualification because the majority of 

them reported no change in the level of their perceived enjoyment of 

sex in the same period. This latter trend suggests that the passage 

of time had no impact on the degree of sexual enjoyment experienced 

by them. These results are somewhat different to those of Lowenthal, 

Thurnher, Chiriboga and Associates (1975), where among their middle­

aged men and women, attitudes towards degree of enjoyment derived 

from the sexual relationship, were no longer consistently positive 

(see chapter 3 section 3.1.8 and chapter 1 section 2.1.1). 

Fourthly, the finding that slightly over thirty percent of the male 

respondents worried that they were not able to get as sexually ex­

cited now as they could five years ago, suggests that anxiety about 

sexual potency is not a pervasive phenomenon among the majority of 

them . This is contrary to the views of Masters and Johnson (1966 

cited in Neugarten, 1968, p.175), who report that after age 50, the 

incidence of sexual inadequacy increases dramatically in men (see 

chapter 3 section 3.1.8 and chapter 1 section 2.1.1). 
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4 .1 .8 Female attitudes to menopause 

4.1.8.1 Introduction 

In this section, some conclusions are drawn about the findings con­

cerning the attitudes of middle-aged women towards the menopause 

from the perspectives of general emotional impact, children, and the 

spousal relationship (see chapter 3 section 3.1.9). 

4.1.8.2 General emotional impact 

There are a variety of attitudes concerning the general emotional 

impact of the menopause on middle-aged women because the majority of 

them feel relieved when their periods come to an end in later life, 

a minority of them feel upset about it, and a minority of them ex­

press indecisive attitudes. The finding that the majority of them 

feel this way, is similar to the attitudes expressed by a number of 

women in the Neugarten, Wood, Kraines and Loomis (1963) and the 

Kraines and Wood (1965 cited in Neugarten and Datan, 1974, p.602) 

studies, who welcomed the menopause as a relief from menstruation. 

The finding that a minority of them would feel upset about it, is 

similar to previous research findings, viz. Neugarten, Wood, Kraines 

and Loomis (1963) and Kraines and Wood (1965 cited in Neugarten & 

Datan, 1974, p.602), which indicate that only a minority of women 

seem to suffer anxiety about the menopause (see chapter 3 section 

3.1.9 and chapter 1 section 3.1). 

In sum, the majority of middle-aged women believe that the menopause 
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has no psychological significance for them from the vantage point of 

general emotional impact, while a minority of them have negative at­

titudes about it. 

4.1.8.3 The termination of a woman's reproductive capacity and 

the menopause 

There are a range of attitudes relating to the inability of middle­

aged women to conceive children once their periods cessate in later 

1 ife because the majority of them feel rel ieved about it, a minority 

of them feel unhappy about it, and a minority of them express inde­

cisive attitudes. The finding that the majority of them feel this 

way, is contrary to the views of a number of theorists, viz. Cavan 

(1958), Chilman (1968), Lidz (1968) and Notman (1978), who contend 

that the middle-aged mother is likely to regret, become depressed, 

or at least be ambivalent about, her declining, or terminated repro­

ductive capacity. The above finding, is however, similar to earlier 

research findings by Kraines and Wood (1965 cited in Neugarten and 

Datan, 1974, pp. 602-603), who found that the majority of women were 

relieved about no longer being able to bear children (see chapter 3 

section 3.1.9 and chapter 1 section 3.1.5). 

In conclusion, only a minority of middle-aged women are negatively 

affected by their anticipated or actual inabil ity to reproduce. 

4.1.8.4 Menopause and Marriage 

There are various attitudes concerning the impact of the menopause 
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on the marital relationship of middle-aged women because of the fol­

lowing: firstly, the majority of them 87.5% feel that their hus­

bands' feelings of affection towards them will remain the same once 

their periods terminate in later life, and secondly, an equal number 

of them 6.3% feel that their husbands will feel more loving towards 

them or less loving towards them during the same period. The latter 

findings are antithetical to the finding by Crawford and Hooper 

(1973), who demonstrated that a postparenta1 woman's perception of 

her marital relationship, is independent of her menopausal status 

and symptoms. 

In conclusion, the menopause appears to have minimal influence on 

the marital relationship at middle age . 

4 .1 .8 .5 Sexuality and the menopause 

There are a range of attitudes relating to the extent to which wives 

feel that their husbands will find them sexually attractive when 

they are no longer able to have their periods in the middle years of 

their lives because the majority of them feel that they will sti ll 

find them sexually attractive, a minority of them expressed indeci ­

sive attitudes, and one wife felt that her husband will be much l ess 

sexually interested in her . The finding that the majority of them 

felt this way, is contrary to the theories of Chi1man (1968) and 

Lidz (1968), who contend that men and women believe that the woman 

loses her sexual responsiveness and ability to enjoy sex with the 

menopause and this may cause a woman to feel that she will become an 

unattractive old girl whose husband may properly seek sexual satis -
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faction elsewhere. Chilman speculates further that along with the 

physiological changes associated with the start {or middle or end} 

of the menopause, she also may feel disturbed lest she may no longer 

be sexually attractive as a woman {see chapter 3 section 3.1.9 and 

chapter 1 section 3.1 .3}. 

In conclusion, the majority of middle-aged wives believe that the 

menopause does not have a negative influence on the degree to which 

their husbands are sexually attracted to them. 

4.1.9 The work career 

The findings that the majority of respondents enjoyed their job far 

more now than they did when they were younger men/women, and did not 

feel hopel ess beca use there was no chance for them to improVe thei r 

positions at their place of work in the future, is contrary to the 

findings and views of a number of researchers and theorists, viz. 

Bossard and Boll {1955}, Neugarten {1966, 1979}, Peterson {1968}, 

Lowenthal and Chiriboga {1972}, Farrell et al. {1975 cited in Gut-

mann, 1976, p.42}, Strickler {1975}, Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga 

and Assqciates {1975}, Grunebaum {1979} and Collin {1979}, who con-

tend the following: firstly, job mobility decreases with age, i.e. 

the opportunity for career advancement for persons within work or-

ganizations, generally decreases with age, because such organiza-

tions tend to favour the young person over the middle-aged indivi-

dual when making promotions within their concerns, and secondly, 

many men experience fears about having reached a plateau in their 

careers. Thus, they are often unhappy in the middle years because 
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of their occupational frustrations, concerns and problems (see chap­

ter 3 section 3.1.10 and chapter 1 sections 8 and 8.1). 

In conclusion, there are contradictory findings regarding the degree 

of enjoyment, success, and opportunity for future career advancement 

men and women obtain from their jobs or careers at middle age, i.e . 

the majority of them experience increasing enjoyment, success, and 

opportunity for future career advancement, while a minority of them 

experience diminishing enjoyment, a lack of success, and lack of 

opportunity for future career advancement (see chapter 3 section 

3.1.10). 

4.1.10 Attitudes towards the past 

It can be concluded that the majority of respondents have a positive 

preoccupation with the past, i.e. the majority of them felt pleased 

with what they did with their lives when they were younger, and did 

not worry about the mistakes which they made when they were younger, 

which suggests that they are socially and psychologically "healthy", 

while a minority of them had a negative preoccupation with the past, 

i.e., a minority of them did not feel pleased with what they did 

with their lives when they were younger, and worried about the mis­

takes which they made when they were younger, which suggests that 

they are in some social or psychological sense less "healthy" (see 

chapter 3 section 3.1.11 and chapter 1 section 7.1, viz. Lowenthal, 

Thurnher, Chiriboga & Associates, 1975). 
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4.1.11 Attitudes towards the future 

It can be concluded that the majority of respondents have a positive 

preoccupation with the future, i.e. they disagreed with the state­

ment that they were not as hopeful now as they used to be about 

their future, and 

which suggests 

looked forward with pleasure to their future, 

that they are socially and psychologically "healthy" 

because they have a positive perception of the future, while a mino­

rity of them have a negative preoccupation with the future, i.e. 

they agreed with the statement that they were not as hopeful now as 

they used to be about their future, and did not look forward with 

pleasure to their future, which suggests that they are socially and 

psychologically maladjusted because they have a more limited per­

spective on the future (see chapter 3 section 3.1.12 and chapter 

section 7.1, viz. Lowenthal, Thurnher, Chiriboga & Associates, 1975). 

4.1.12 Confrontation with death 

Middle-aged respondents express divided attitudes towards the issue 

of confrontation with death because of the following: firstly, 50% 

of them found it easy to think about their own deaths, and 52 . 8% of 

them did not worry that the time which they still had left to live 

was shorter now than it was when they were younger, secondly, 41.5% 

of them found it difficult to think about their own deaths, and 

45.8% of them worried that the time which they still had left to 

live was shorter now than it was when they were younger. The former 

respondents' attitudes indicate 

major psychological tasks for 

that they have satisfied one of the 

middle age, viz. resignation and 
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acceptance of death (see Brim, 1976; Nadelson, Polonsky & Mathews, 

1979 chapter 1 section 5). The latter respondents' attitudes support 

the views of a number of theorists, viz. Jacques, (1965 cited in 

Brim, 1976, p.5); Marmor, 1968 & Gutmann, 1976), who contend that 

the individual is confronted with his own death at middle age. He 

is no longer able to deny his own mortality, and as a consequp.nce, 

there is a marked increase in "existential anxiety", which centres 

on fear of disintegration, stasis and separation (Becker, (1973 

cited in Chew, 1976, p.5); Lifton 1973) (see chapter 1 section 5 

and chapter 3 section 3.1.13). 

In conclusion, it appears that middle-aged subjects have contrasting 

attitudes about the time which they still have left to live. 

4.1.13 Rehearsal for widowhood 

It can be concluded that middle-aged women undergo a rehearsal for 

widowhood more frequently than middle-aged men . This finding con­

curs with the views of a number of theorists, viz. Neugarten, Wood, 

Kraines and Loomis (1963), Neugarten (1966, 1970, 1979) and Neugar­

ten and Datan (1974), who maintain that women are more concerned 

about the body-monitoring of their husbands than of themselves (see 

chapter 3 section 3.1.14 and chapter 1 section 4). 
• 

4.1.14 The marital relationship 

The findings that the majority of spouses felt that the anticipated 

or actual departure of their children from the home will have a 
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positive influence on their marital relationship, i.e. the majority 

of them felt that when their children leave home to live on their 

own, their husbands/wives and them will get closer to each other 

than they are now, and did not feel that they would have little in 

common with one another, is contrapposed to the findings and theo­

ries of a number of researchers and theorists, viz. Fried and Stern 

(1948), Cavan (1958), Bossard and Boll (1955), Gurin, Veroff and 

Feld (1960), Deutscher (1964), Lidz (1968), Le Shan (1973), Neugar­

ten and Datan (1974), Lurie (1974) and Pincus and Dare (1977), who 

suggest that there appears to be a deterioration in some middle-age 

marriage relationships, which follows after the departure of chil-

dren from the home. It is also antithetical to the findings of a 

number of researchers who have associated the lowest levels of mari­

tal satisfaction with two stages of the family life cycle, viz. the 

unl aunched stage and the empty-nest stage (see Bossard & Boll, 1955; 

Gurin, Veroff & Feld, 1960; Blood & Wolfe, 1960; Burr, 1970; Rol­

lins & Feldman, 1970). Finally, it is contrary to the findings of 

a number of researchers, who have described the negative aspects of 

the middle-age marital relationship, using terms such as "conflict­

habituated", "devitalized" and "passive-congenital", and have com­

mented on the emotional poverty of middle-age marriage relationships 

(see Cuber & Harroff, 1965; Pineo, 1961; Masters & Johnson, 1974) 

(see chapter 3 section 3.1.15 and chapter 1 section 1.1.2). 

The above findings are similar to the findings of a number of stu­

dies, which indicated that the departure of children from the home 

has a positve effect on the degree of marital satisfaction 

enced by the parents (see Axelson, 1960; Deutscher, 1964; 

experi -

Le Shan, 
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1973; Neugarten & Datan, 1974; Glenn, 1975 & Thurnher, 1976) (see 

chapter 3 section 3.1.15 and chapter 1 section 1 .1.2) . 

In conclusion, the departure of children from the home has a predo­

minantly positve effect on the degree of marital satisfaction ex­

perienced by the parents . 

4.1.15 Overall conclusion 

In light of the empirical evidence presented in this thesis concer­

ning the following theoretical issues, viz. children are on-time or 

off-time with regard to major life events, impact of children lea­

ving home on the parents, degree of parental involvement with chil­

dren, parent-child relationships, ageing, sexuality, menopause, work 

career, and attitudes towards the past, future and death, it appears 

that the empty-nest stage of life represents a positive period of 

stability and growth for some empty-nest parents in the present 

study, on certain of the above-mentioned issues. On the other hand, 

it constitutes a negative crisis for the same and other parents, on 

different issues. 

Those parents 

positive terms, 

who perceived the 

.seem to res~mble 

empty-nest stage in predominantly 

Neugarten's (1968) sample of 

influential middle-aged men and women who certainly saw advantages 

to their position in life . Being in the middle put pressures on 

them, but it also allowed them to serve as a bridge between the 
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generati ons. Being more mature, they recognised their special 

competencies. 

I know now exactly what I can do best, and how to make 
the best use of my time ••• I know how to delegate autho­
rity, but also what decisions to make myself from trou­
blesome people... All this is what makes the difference 
between me and a young man, and it's all this that gives 
me the advantage ••• (cited in Kerckhoff, 1976, p.7). 

They also resemble Neugarten's (1968) study of 100 successful mid-

dle-aged persons who conclude : 

These people feel that they effectively manipulate their 
social environments on the basis of prestige and exper­
tise; and that they create many of their own rules and 
norms. There is a sense of increased control over impulse 
1 i fe. 
The successful middle-aged person often describes himself 
as no longer "driven" but as now the "driver" - in short, 
in "command" (p.98). . 

In addition, creative literature points to the many advantages of 

being middle-aged. Poet Carolyn Wells compares this period favour-

ably with those which precede and follow it: 

Youth is a silly, vapid state; Old age with fears and 
ills 1S rife; This simple boon I beg of fate - a thou­
sand years of middle life (cited in Kerckhoff, 1976, p.8). 

Finally, Novelist Hervey Allen's character says, 

Grow up as soon as you can. It pays. The only time 
you really live fully is from thirty to sixty... The 
young are slaves to dreams; the old servants of regrets. 
Only the middle-aged have all their five senses in the 
keeping of wits (Anthony Adverse) (cited in Kerckhoff, 
1976, p.8). 



263 

Those parents in this study, who perceived the empty-nest stage in 

predominantly negative terms, are similar to the middle-aged parents 

described by Bardwick {19Bl}, of fairly grown children, who confront 

their ageing because their bodies are changing and so have those of 

their children, confront their ageing in terms of sex and confront 

their ageing in terms of alternatives. The parents know as the 

children cannot that the great part of their children's lives lie in 

the future and the choices made rationally and the accidents of pro-

pinquity all lie ahead. In fantasy the parent forgets his pain and 

embraces his jealousy. 

Howard {1961} offers some sound advice to parents, who perceive the 

empty-nest stage as a negative crisis. He states that middle-aged 

men and women feel like failures when they aren't failures at all. 

They are merely using the wrong tape-measure. They look at them-

selves in their 40's and 50's and take their measures by the stan-

dard of childhood dreams and ambitions. 

He states further that childhood dreams are wonderful for children, 

but when we keep clinging to them in our middle years, they can make 

failures of us all. This is not because childhood dreams are wrong -

it is rather that we misunderstand their function. 

Finally, he asks the question, "Does it matter if the goals of 

childhood are not attained?" The poet Robert Browning wrote: 

Ah, but a man's reach should exceed his grasp, or what's 
heaven for? {cited in Vedder, 1965, pp.199-200}. 
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It appears apt to the writer to initially, conclude, this thesis 

with a rhetorical question posed by Hershberger (1981), who asks: 

"Why do people dread the second forty years?" 

She goes on to state that society makes some dismal and restrictive 

assumptions about the second half of life which are not necessarily 

valid. She makes an appeal for a healthier approach to the later 

years; one which accepts only the constraints that are real and 

expects an interesting time ahead, with many opportunities for fur­

ther growth. 

She states further that the problem is that, in our culture, the 

prevailing perception of the postparental years is only as added 

time a longer holding-on-time before decline and death. The 

empirical evidence presented in this thesis, generally conflicts 

with this above- mentioned cultural view. 

The writer of the present thesis would like to echo Hershberger's 

sentiments, in making a call for a healthier and more sound approach 

to the postparental years, in view of the findings of the present 

study. 

It seems fitting to finally, conclude, this thesis with "A Prayer 

for the Middle-Aged", authorship unknown, which is hereby reproduced: 
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Lord, thou knowest better than I know myself that I am 
growing older and will some day be old. Keep me from 
the fatal habit of thinking I must say something on every 
subject and on every occasion. Release me from craving 
to straighten out everybody's affairs. Make me thoughtful 
but not moody, helpful but not bossy. With my vast 
store of wisdom, it seems a pity not to use it at all, 
but thou knowest, Lord that I want a few friends at the 
end. Keep my mind free from the recital of endless 
details; give me wings to get to the point. Seal my 
lips on my aches and pains. They are increasing and 
love of rehearsing them is becoming sweeter as the years 
go by. I dare not ask grace enough to enjoy the tales 
of another's pains, but help me to endure them with 
patience. I dare not ask for improved memory, but for 
growing humility and less cocksureness when my memory 
seems to clash with the memories of others. Teach me 
the glorious lesson that occasionally I may be mistaken. 
Keep me reasonably sweet, I do not want to be a saint -
some of them are so hard to live with but a sour old 
person is one of the crowning works of the devil. Give 
me the ability to see good things in unexpected places 
and talents in unexpected people. Give me the grace to 
tell them so. Amen (cited in Vedder, 1965, p.x). 
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PRIVATE AND CONFIDENTIAL 

FPI-IILY ATTITUDE SURVEY (FAS) 1983/1984 RHODES UNIVERSITY 

l. 

2. 

3. 

4. 

5. 

6. 

7. 

8a 

8b 

9. 

PART 1 BASIC INFOR~~TION 

Co de r. umber 0 f respondent 

I-I 
I I Sex -

Key: l. Femal e 
2. ~la 1 e 

Day Month Year 
I I I I 
I I I I Date of bi rth 

Age (Years) 
I I 
I I 

I-I 
I I -

Day 

Std 

I-I 
I_I 

I 
I 

Cul tural group 

Key: l. Indian 
2. 'Coloured' 
3. White 

Co de number of interviewer 

Month Year 
I I 
I I Intervi ew date 

iducation: School (Last standard passed at school) 
For example: Std 8, 9, 10 

Completed years after school: (limber of years completed if 
any) For example: respondent has completed one, two, or more 
years of after school education 

Language: Record the first language of the respondent using the 
following convention: 1 = Afrikaans, ~ = English, 
3 = Tamil, 4 = GUjerati, 5 = Urdu. 



Family Attitude Survey (FAS) 

PART 2 

- ( -

BIOGRAPH leAL INFORt<'A TICN 

TABLE 1 

INFGRt<'AT ION ABOUT THE RESPONDENT'S CHILD/CHI lOREN IN DESCE~C ING 
ORDER FkCM THE [lDEST CHILD Te TH[ YOUNGEST CHILD 

Number of children 

a) Status of child 

b) Alive 

c) Age in years 

d) Age in years when deceased 

e) Sex 

t) Marital status 

g) Place of residence 

h) Employment status 

i ) last standard passed 
at school 

j) Completed years 
of education 
after school 

k) Number of chi 1 dren 
each of your children 
have 

2 3 
I I 

4 5 6 7 8 9 110 III 
I I 
I I 
I I 
I I 
I I 
I I 
I I 
I I 

I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 

I) Information about res ondent's child/children (from the eldest to the 
youngest 

a) Status of child 
Key: 1. Own/biological child 

2. Stepch il d 
3. Adopted child 

b) Al i ve 
Key: 1. Ali ve 

2. Deceased 

c) Age in years 

I 
112 
I 
I 

Instructions: Place the age in years of each living child in row c. 

d) Age in years when child/children deceased 

Instructions: Place the age in years when child/children deceased in 
row d (if applicable) 
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e) Sex 
-Key: 1. 

2. 
Female 
Male 

fl Marital status 
Key: l. 

2. 
3. 

g) Place of residence 

4. 
5. 
6. 

275 . 
- 3 -

Marri ed 
Not married (single) 
Not married but 1 iving together for at least 
five years 
Divorced 
Remarri ed after di vorced from husband/wife 
Remarried after husband/wife deceased 

Key: l. 
2. 

Live in parent's home 
Live away from parent's rcme 

h) Employment status 
Key: 1. At school 

2. Student at college or university 
3. In the anr,y 
4. Employed 
5. Not employed 
6. Other (specify) ....••......•...•......••.. 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
i) Last standard passed at school 

Instructions: Place the last standard child/children passed at school 
in row i. For example: Std 8, 9, 10. 

j) Completed years of education after school 

Instructions : Pl ace the number of years of educati on chil d/chil dren 
has/have completed after school in row j (if applicable) . For 
example: child/children has/have completed one, two, or more years of 
after scr.ool education. 

k) Number of children each of your children have 

Instructions : Place the number of children each of the respondent's 
children have in row k (if applicable) 
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a) 

TABLE 2 

INFORMATION ABOUT THE RESPCNDENT'S SIBLINGS, THAT HIS/HER BROTHER/S 
AND SISTER/S (FRCM THE ELDEST To THE YOUNGESt) 

Status of siblinos 
"Key: 1. Sibling 

2. Stepsibl ing 
3. Adopted sibling 

b) Ali ve 
KE'Y: 1 . Ali ve 

2. Deceased 

c) Age in years 

Instructions: Place the age in years of each living sibling in row c 

d) Age in years when deceased 

Instructions: Place the age in years when siblings deceased in row d (if 
applicable) 

e) Sex 
Key: 1. Female 

2. Mal e 

f) Marital status 
Key: 1. 

2. 
3. 
4. 
5. 
6. 

Married 
Not married (single) 
Not married but living together for at least five years 
Di vorced 
Remarried after divorced from husband/wife 
Remarried after husband/wife deceased 
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g) Employment status 

·277 

- 5 -

Key: 1 . A t schoo 1 
2. Student at college or university 
3. In the army 
4. Employed 
5. Not employed 
6. Other (specify) ..•...•....•............•..... 

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . 
h) Last standard passed at school 

Instructions: Place the last standard sibling/siblings passed at school 
in row h. For example: Std 8, 9, 10. 

i) Completed years of education after school 

Instructions: Place the number of years of education sibl ing/sibl ings 
has/have/had ccmpleted after school in row i (if applicable). For 
example: sibling/siblings has/have/had completed one, two, or more years 
of after school education. 

TABLE 3 

INFCRMATIGN ABOUT THE RESPO~CENT'S PARENTS IN DESCENDING ORDER FROM 
TAE ELDEST PARENt TO tHE YOUNGEST PARENT 

I I I I 
Number of parents 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 I 8 I 9 110 III 

I I I I 
a) Status of parents I I I I 

I I I 
b) Alive I I I 

I I I I I I 
c) Age in years I I I I I I 

I I I I I I 
d) Age in years when deceased I I I I I I 

I I I I I I 
e) Age of respondent when I I I I I I 

first parent deceased I I I I I I 
f) Age of respondent when I I I I I I 

second parent deceased 

I I 
g) Sex I I 

I I 
h) Employment status I I 

I I I 
il Last standard passed I I I 

at school 
I I I I I I 

j) Completed years of I I I I I I 
education after school 

I 
112 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
I 
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III Information about the res 
a Status of parents 

Key: l. 
L. 

3. 
4. 
s. 
6. 

218 

- 6 -

ar cr,ts 

Own/biological parent 
Guarciana 
Stepparentr 
Adoptive parentC 

Orphaned 
Parent di vorced 

a Definition of guarciian - a person I'ho has the responsibility of 
looki ng after a chil d not hi s own, especially after the 
parent's eleatr.. 

b Definition of str:pparent - the person to vlnor.J one's father or 
mother has been remarried 

C Definition of adoptive parent - a person V:f;() takes a child i uto 
hi s family as a relation for ever and to take on the full 
responsibil ities i 11 law of the parent 

~) Alive 
- -Key: 1. Al ive 

2. Deceased 

c) Age in years 

Instructions: Pl ace the age in years of eact, living parent in rovi c. 

d) Age in year s "hen parent/parents deceased 

Instructions: Pl ace the age in years I"hen first parent deceasec in 
row d (if appl icabl e) 

e) Age of respondent when fiY'st parent deceased 

Instructions: Plac e the age in years when first parent deceased in 
rowe (if applicable) 

f) Age of respondent when second parent deceased 

Instructior:s: Pl ace the age in years wher. secor,d parent deceased in 
row f (if applicable) 

g) Sex 
-Key: 1. Female 

2. Male 

h) frnployment status 

Key: l. 
2. 

4. 
5. 
6. 

At school 
Student at college or university 
In the army 
frnployed 
Not employed 
Other (specify) 

i) Last standard passed at school 

Instructions: Pl ace the 1 ast standard par'ent/parents passed at school 
in row j. For exampl e: Std c, 9, 10 
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j) Completed years of education after school 

Instructions : Place the number of years of education parent/parents 
has/have/had completed after school in row k (if applicable). For 
examp1 e: parent/parents has/have/had comp1 eted one, two or more 
years of after scheo1 education. 

IV) Information about the respondent's marital status 

I-I 
a) How many times have you been married? I_I 

Obtain from respondent year/s when previous marriage/s ended: 
Obtain from respondent reason / s why previous marriage/s ended: 

Key: 1. Di vorce 
2. Husband/wife deceased 

Age in years of respondent when divorced from husband/wife 
or ~Ihen husband/wife deceased. 

V) Cccupationa1 i nformation 
a) OCcupation of husband 

I-I 
I I 
I-I 
I I 
I-I 
I I 
I-I 
I I 

.................................................................................................................................................... 

.. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 
(a detailed job description must be sought) 

Occupational 
I I I 

1. I I I 

codes 
I 
I 

occupation 
I I I 

2. I I I 

I-I 
b) Is the wife employed? I_I 

Key : 1. Not employed 

Socio-economi c 
I I I 

3. I I I 

2. Employed mornings/afternoons 
3. Employed full day 

c) occupation of wife 

index, 1950 
I 
I 

...... .......... .......... ............ .................. .. .. ............ .......................................................... ...... ........ .. .. 
(a detailed job description must be sought) 
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d) Income of husband per month 

I 1 1 1 1 1 

I 1 ess than R50 1 I 50 - 991 2 I 100 - 1491 3 150 - 199 1 4 
I 200 - 249 5 I 250 - 2991 6 I 300 - 3491 7 350 - 3991 8 
I 400 - 449 9 I 450 - 4991 10 I 500 - 5491 1 1 550 - 5991 12 
I 600 - 649 13 I 650 - 6991 14 I 700 - 7491 15 750 - 7991 16 
I 800 - 849 17 I 850 - 8991 18 I 900 - 9491 19 1 950 - 9991 20 
11000 - 1049 21 11050 - 10991 22 11100 - 11491 23 11150 - 11991 24 
I I 
11200 and more 25 I 

I-I 
I I 

I-I 
e) Total number of motor vehicles I I 

Key: o . 
l. 
2. 
3. 

No motor vehicle 
One motor vehi cl e 
Two motor vehicles 
Three or more motor vehicles 

PART 3 : ATTITUDE QUESTIONNAIRE 

Open- ended questions about the respondent's family of origin, that is the 
respondent's family before he/she was married 

l. i ) ( From the eldest to the youngest) Tell me what each of your 
brother/s is/was 1 ike? 

i i ) ( From the eldest to the youngest) Tell me what each of your 
sister/s is/was like? 

iii) To whi ch brother or sister do/did you feel closest? 

iv) To \~hi ch brother or si ster do/di d you feel least close? 

2. il Do you think you are more 1 ike your mother or your father? 

iil In what way? 

3. Who do/did you usually feel closer to most of the time your mother or 
your father? 

of procreation, that is the 

4. i) Tell me what your wife/husband is like? 

iil What would you say were her/his major strengths? 

iii) What would you say were her/his weak points? 

iv) How do you think your wife/husband \~ould describe you? 
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v) How would you describe your relationship? 

v il Who woul d you say is "bos s" in your famil y? 

5. il (From the eldest to the youngest) Tell me what your children are 
1 ike? 

iil (For each child ask) What would you say were his/her strong points? 

iii) (For each child ask) What would you say were his/her weak points? 

iv) (From the eldest to the youngest) How would you descri be your 
relationship with ? 

v) With wl.ich of your children do you get along best? Vlhy? 

vil Vlith which do you have the most problems? Why? 

Bipolar (;uestions (Use boards) 

6. 

7. 

I-I 
i ) I I -

~le 

I-I 
iil I I -

Pleased 

i ) 

iil 

I-I 
I I 

I do 

I-I 
I I -

Li ke it 

If your child/children ~.ant advice on somethi ng who does/do 
he/she/they go to more often you or your husband/Wife? 

. 
I 

e 3 4 5 6 "-
Equal 

HolY do you feel about this? 

1 2 3 4 
I 
5 6 

7 8 9 ~ly husband/wife 

7 8 9 Angry 

In your family ~Iho has more say in how your child/childr~n 
shoul d behave himsel f/hersel f/themselves you or your husband/ 
wife? 

. 
I 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 My husband/wife does 

How do you feel about this? 

I 
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Oi s 1 ike it 
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I- I 
8. I I Ho\~ woul d a mother/father 1 ike you feel if your chil d/chil dren 

was/\~ere aged bet\~een twenty-five and thirty years of age and had 
not yet settled down properly in his/her their job/s? 

Still 
plenty of 
time for 
he/she/them 
to do so 

I- I 

2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 Worry 

he/she/they 
cannot earn their 
o\~n 1 ivi ng 

9. I I Does a mother/father 1 ike you feel pleased when your child/ 
children start leaving home to live on his/her/their own? 

Pleased 
Rel ieve d 

I- I 

1 2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 Not pl eased 

Not relieved 

10. I I How would a mother/father like you feel if your child/children 
was/were in his/her/their middle to late twenties and \~as/were 
still staying at home? 

Not 
bother 
me 

I-I 

1 2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 Worry he/she/they 

cannot stand on 
their own two feet 

11. I I Do y ou feel that what happens to your child/children in 
his/her/the ir future life/lives will for the most part depend 
1 argely on you? 

Out of 
my hands 

I-I 

1 2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 Depend on me 

12. I I Who do you think will be more upset when all your child/ children 
has/have left home to live on his/her/their own, you or your 
husband/wi fe? 

I wi 11 feel 1 
more upset 

2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 My husband/wife 

will feel more 
upset 
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I-I 
13. I_I How would a mother/father like you feel if your child/children 

wai ted along time aft"r he/she/they wa s/were marri ed before 
deciding to have a child/children? 

14. 

Not upset 1 2 
me 

3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 Anxious to 

huve grandchildren 

I-I 
I_I Do/did you feel hopeful that your child/children will/would be 

abl e to manage on hi s /her/the ir own when he/she/they leave/s home? 

Confident 1 
he/s he/they 
can manage 

I-I 

2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 Not hopeful 

he/she/theY can 
care for themselves 

15 . I I Does a mother/father 1 i ke you feel sad when your child/children 
start leaving hOr.1e to live on his/her/their own? 

lC 

Not sad 2 3 4 6 7 8 9 Very sad 

I-I 
I I How would a mother/father like YOli feel if your child/children 

was/were aged between twenty-five and thirty years of age and had 
not yet married? 

Not 
trouble 
me 

I-I 

1 2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 Fear 

he/ she/they 
will remai n singl e 

17. I_I How good a parent do you feel you have been to your child/children? 

GJod 
mother 
father 

I-I 

1 2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 Bad 

mother 
father 

18. I_I How do you feel about the way your child/children behave? 

They make 1 2 3 4 
me feel 
proud 

5 G 7 8 9 Thei r 
behaviour dees 
not please me 



284 

- 12 -

Family Attitude Survey (FAS) 

I-I 
19. I_I In general as you get older how do you find yourself feeling? 

Stronger 1 2 3 4 
Ha ppi er 
More lively 

I-I 
20. I I Do you f (el pleased with 

~iy body 1 2 4 
is i n 
good shape 

I-I 

5 6 7 

the condition 

7 

8 9 Weaker 
Unhappier 
~bre depressed 

of your bOGY? 

8 9 ~Iy body 
is i r; 
bad shape 

21 . I I How interested are you in sex now compared to ten years ago? 

22. 

23. 

t~uch 
more 
now 

1 2 3 4 
I 
5 

same 
6 7 8 9 Much 

1 ess 
now 

I-I 
I I How important is your sexual relationship with your husband/wife 

nO~i compared with the time when you were a young married coupl e? 

~lu c h mo re 
important 
now 

2 3 4 5 6 
same 

7 8 9 Much less 
important 
now 

I-I 
I_I How enjoyable do you find your sexual relationship with your 

husband/wife now compared to ten years ago? 

More 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 Less 
enjoyable same enjoyabl e 

VI) Menopausal status (women only) 
Key: 

I-I 
I I 
1-. - 'Premenopausal' means that the 

respondent's menstrual pattern has 
not change~ not become (more) 
irregular during the last year. 
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24. 

25. 

26. 

27. 

2. 'Menopausal' means that her 
menstrual pattern in the last year 
has become (more irregular) or that 
menstruation appears to have stopped 
altogether, although she has had at 
least one menstrual bleeding. 

3. 'Postmenopausal' refers to those 
women whose last menstrual bleeding 
occurred more than one year ago. 

4. Those women who have had a 
hysterectomy. 

I-I 
I_I How do women 1 ike you feel when your periods come to an end in 

later life? (WOMEN ONLY) 

Relieved 1 2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 Upset 

I-I 
I_I How do ~/Omen 1 ike you feel when you are no longer able to have a 

child/children once your periods have stopped in later life? 
(WOMEN ONLY) 

Re 1 i eved 1 2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 9 Unhappy 

I-I 
I_I How loving will/did your husband feel towards you when you 

are/were no longer able to have your periods? (WOMEN ONLY) 

Will/did 1 
feel more 
1 ovi ng 
towards me 

2 3 
I 

4 5 6 
same 

7 8 9 Will/did feel 
less loving 
towards me 

il 
I-I 
I_I Do/did wives like you feel that your husbands will/would not 

find you sexually attractive when you are/were no longer abl e 
to have your periods in the middle years of your life? 

Will/still 
find/found 1 
me sexually 
attractive 

2 3 4 
I 
5 6 7 8 

Will be/was much 
9 less sexually 

interested in me 
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28. 

29. 

30. 

31. 

32. 

33. 

34 . 

35. 

36. 

37. 

I-I 
i il I_I How do/di d you feel about thi s? 

Not 
worri ed 

2 3 4 

, 
5 6 7 8 9 Worried 

Attitude Statements (Very strongly disagree to very strongly agree) 

I-I , , 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I enjoy IT.)' job far more now than I did whE'n I was younger 
man/woman (employed men and women only) . 

Now that my child/children is/are grown-up I feel that it is 
important that I do not tell him/her/them what to do now as much 
as I used to when he/she/they was/were younger. 

It is difficult for me to accept that I am getting older. 

I am pleased with what I did with my life when I was younger. 

It is easy for me to think about my own death. 

I worry that I am not able to get as sexually excited now as I 
could five years ago. 

I feel hopel ess because there is no chance for me to improve my 
position at my place of work in the future (employed men and women 
on ly). 

When my child/children leave home to live on his/her/their own my 
husband/wife and I will get closer to each other than we are now. 

MY health means more to me now than it used to. 

I am not as hopeful now as I used to be about my future . 
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38. 

39. 

40. 

41. 

42. 

43. 

44. 

45. 

46. 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I_I 

I-I 
I I 

I-I 

I worry that the time which I still have 1 eft to 1 ive is shorter 
now than it was when I was younger. 

I feel that I am a better judge of when my child/children should 
get married than he / she / they is /are. 

I vlorry about the mi stakes vlhich I made when I was younger. 

I sometimes think about what it will be like for me one day when 
my husband/wife is no longer living. 

I must say that it is hard for me to accept that my chil d/ 
children is/are grown -up now and can care for himself/herself/ 
themselves without needing so much of my help as he/she/they used 
to . 

I l ook forward wi th pl easure to my futur'e. 

I feel disappointed because I have an unhappy relationship with 
some of my chil d/children. 

When my child/children l eave home to 1 ive on his/her/ their own my 
husband/wife and I will have 1 ittl e in corrmon. 

I feel proud that my child/children is/are grown-up now and 
he/she/they can care for himsel f/hersel f /themselves without me 
needing to give him/her/them so much help as I used to. 

47. I_I Al though my child/children is/are grown-up I will tell him/ 
her/them what to do now as much as I used to when he /she/they 
was/were younger. 

[WPU .6343C] 
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PSYCHOLOGY DEPARTMENT 

RHODES UNIVERSITY 0 GRAHAMSTOWN 
P O.Box 94, Grahamstown, 6140 South Africa 

Telegrams 'Rhodescor Telex 74 7227 Telephone (0461) 2219 

Subject Committee Psychology 
Facu lty of Arts 

Dear Mr and Mrs 

There is growing interest among developmental psychologists in the relationships that 
manifest themselves in families when husband and wife are considered to be middle -aged. 
In order to gain a more scientific understanding of these relationships, we are asking 
a number of families to partiCipate in a speCial research study . 

We are writing t o ask for your co-operation. 
of names obtained from the principal of 
is one of many selected from a cross-section 
to matriculate this year. 

Yo ur family's name was selected from a list 
High School and 

of families whose youngest children are about 

For the purposes of our research we consider a husband and wife to be middle-aged when 
their youngest child is about to matriculate. 

The study requires that we interview both you and your husband/wife separately. On these 
occasions myself or a fellow research worker would like to visit you. These meetings can 
be arranged at a time which is convenient for each of you, including the evening and 
weekends. 

80th your husband/wife and yourself will be asked about your attitudes towards middle-age. 
You will also be asked to tell a story about a picture shown to you by the interviewer 
Finally you will both be asked to describe yourselves using words given to you by the 
interviewer. 

Either myself or a fellow research worker will contact you to arrange a meeting. If either 
of you ha ve any questions about the study please feel free to contact me at Rhodes (tel. 
(0461) 6226 (Grahamstown) 01' Port Elizabeth (041) 33-2362. We think you will find part­
icipating will be an interesting experience and will also be a useful contribution to 
the future understanding of South African families. 

Yours si ncerely 

.?/{ 0/.0:0: .. 
i~r E. Kaplan 
Masters Student in Psychology 

:D.\A~~ 
Dr Y.J .A. Edwards 
Senior Lecturer 
Department of Psychology 
Rhodes University 
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LETTER RECEIVED FROM ONE OF THE EMPTY-NEST PARENTS EXPRESSING HIS 
WILLINGNESS TO PARTICIPATE IN TH E PRESENT STU DY 
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PUBLICITY OBTAINED FOR THIS RESEARCH IN ROBIN STEVENSON'S 
EVENING-POST COLUMN "IT'S ALL HAPPENING", ON SEPTEMBER, 19, 1983 

Conference will 
shoot PE into 
centre of picture 
A CONFERENCE that will put Port Elizabeth in the 
centre of the picture of the .Southern Africa scene will be 
held in the Skyroof at the "Mcirine Hol'el from Friday, 
October 7, to Wednesday, October 12. The occasion is the 
29th congress of the Photographic 'Society of Southern 
Africa. 

The final programme has been drawn up by the PE 
Camera Club. On Friday, October 7, there will be registra~ 
tion and audio-visual judging followed by a braai at the 
Seaview Game Park. 

Mr Garth Robertson will welcome the delegates on the 
Saturday. Mr Colin Urquhart, 1982 Press Photographer of 
the Year, will lecture on photo journalism. Other speakers 
are Mr Bruce Mann on make-up, Dr B J F Laubscher on 
psychic phenomena and Mr Rob Owen on nudes. 

Sunday involves a visit to the Oceanarium complex, 
lunch, a portraiture workshop and "The Creation", an 
audio-visual presentation by Mr Barrie Wilkins. 

An outing to Yellowwoods on the Apple Express takes 
place on Monday. 

Tuesday's lectures are on macro photography by Mr 
Terry Carew, modern trends by Mr Ian Difford, mounting 
by Mr Ron Hall and judging by Mr Wilkins. A audio-visual 
competition will also be held. 

Wednesday starts with a champagne br.eakfast on the 
beach. Lectures are on printing by Mr Billy Fletcher and 
Mr Owen, creative use of colour by Mr Robertson, deriva­
tions by Mr Robertson and Mr Wilkins and nature by Mr 
Wilkins. The honours and awards banquet ends the 
congress. 

000 
THE Eastern Cape region of the Red Cross spent R2,7 
million on activities, R2 million on maintenance of ser­
vices and R700 000 on capital projects during the past year, 
according to its annual report. The surplus for the year 
amounts to R63542. The annual meeting will be held at 
Spm tomorrow in Red Cross House. 

The regional chairman, Mr G S Walton, says in the 
report the society is faced wit.h fi1;vp.r-increasing costs and 
every effort is being made to manage its affairs efficiently 
and economically. 

000 
i .Mr ERNEST KAPLAN, who is working on a MA degree in 
. psychology at Rhodes University, is conducting family 

research among middle-aged couples whose youngest 
child is about to matriculate this year. It is a cross-cultural 
study of Indian, white and coloured couples who fall into 
this category. 

If they would like to participate in this study. please 

It's All 
Happening 
Just tell 

ROBIN 

,STEVENSON 

. . . 

contact Mr Kaplan at the Rhodes Psychology Department 
~ 0461-6226 Ext 9 during office hOUfS from tomorrow. 

000 
THE inaugural meeting to form an organisation of parents 
of drug-addicted children will be held.at 7.30 tonight in the 
St John's Methodist Church Hall in Havelock Street, 
Central. 

This has been arranged by Miss C van der Lugt, a social 
worker at the PE branch of the SA National Council on 
Alcoholism and Drug Dependence (Sanca). 

She s~ys the group will have a supporting rather than 
rehabilita tive role and will be the first of its kind in Port 
Elizabeth. Sane:a will take part in an advisory capacity 
only whilt! members of the group will be in control. 

000 
IF you would like to learn more .about th~ star that we 
travel tUUlid, corne to the . monthly meetmg of the PE 
People's Observatory Society at 7.45 .tonigh~ in the o~ser- I 

vatory in Macfarlane Road off Westview DrIve. Mr Dieter 
Dippisch will talk on the sun. 

The chairman, Mr Dave Jesson, will continue his series 
on the constellations. Should you wish to do some star 
gazing yourself, the observatory is open to the public at 
Spm on the first and third Wednesdays of the month. 

o 0 O· 
THE month ly meeting of the EP Writers' Club will be held 
at eight o'clock tonight in the Teachers' Centre, Belmont 
Terrace. Central. You can park in the grounds. The compe­
tition for tonight is an article of 200 words on "Should 
animals be allowed in fIlts?" Newcomers are welcome, 

000 
EAST LONDONERS can listen to young musicians per­
form in a schools concert in the Centra! Library at seven 
o'clock tonight. If the musical festival in April and May is 
anything to go by, you can look forward to a varied and 
entertaining programme. 

Something happening in your area? If it inter­
ests you, it will interest others. Just phone 
our man in the middle, Robin Stevenson , at 
523480, or write to him at "It's All Happen-

ing", Box 1121, Port Elizabeth, 6000. 
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LANOMARK FOR TRANSLATION 

A visit to Rhodes University by a l eading translator, Professor 
Wo l fram Wi l ss, has been hai led as a l andmark for traRs la tion in 
South Africa. Professor Wilss, author of many important writing s on 
t rans l ation theory, is the head of the Department of Applied 
L inguistics , Translation and I nterpreting a t the University of 
Saarland, Saarbrucken, West Germany. He is also a member of the 
prest i gious I nternationa l Committee of Universities Training 
Translators and Interpreters (CIVTI) and Chairman of the Scientific 
Commission on T ransla t ion and Interpreting of A1LA, the Association 
Internationa l e de la Linguistique Appliquee. 

He was invited to Grahamstown by Mr Isadore Pinchuck, course 
director of the Rhodes Universi t y Trans l ation Division. Mr Pinchuck 
said staff and students had shown g r eat interes t in Professor 
Wi l ss's visit. He felt the visit wou ld make a significant impact on 
trans l ation in South Africa, particularly at a time when the South 
Afr ican Institu te of Trans l ators and In terpreters is working towards 
official recognition of the professiona l status of translators and 
interpreters in the Republic. 

In introducing Professor Wilss at a public lecture on September 6, 
the head of t h e Rhodes Department of Linguistics and English 
L anguage , Professor Wi ll iam Branford sa i d that in Europe 
translat i ng and interpreting were much more securely established 
both in the intellectual and professional sense than they were in 
Africa, or the rest of the English-speak i ng world. "We are sure 
t hat the visit of Professor Wilss will be a major contribution to 
South African t hinking about translat i on both the theor y and 
practice of trans l ation on on e hand and the organization and status 
of the transla tor's profession on the other , rr he sa i d. 

Professor Wi l ss lectured 
i nterpreting 
delivered a 
t r ans l ation. 

as a means 
lecture a t t he 

on the significance of translating and 
of internationa l communication. He also 

Computer Science Department on machine 

Professor Wilss is particularly interested i n establishing and 
consolidating inte r national links between universities training 
transla tors and interpreters, and his visit is expec ted to provide a 
grea t stimu l us to univer s i ties training trans lators. 

GUIDANCE SYMPOS I UM AT RHODES 

A symposium aimed at assisting school personnel i n guiding senior 
p upils to a un i versity education was he l d at Rhodes University 
recen tl y. T he one- day symposium, o r ganized by Mr Mervyn Wetmore, 
the Student Adv i ser, was the third to be he l d at Rhodes, and more 
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than 20 
personnel 

teacher-p sycho I og i sts, 
attended. 

principul s and o,c hoo I guidance 

symposium included Rhodes V ice-Chancellor, Dr 
Deans of the university facult ies and academics 

of depar tments . Enti tl ed "After sc hoo l what 

Speakers a t the 
Derek Henderson , 
from a number 
Preparing for 
information on 
faculties. 

Univer si ty education tl
, the symposium also gave 

the genera l rule s governing degrees in the various 

Mr Wetmore feels guidance for school leavers is crucial . lil t ' s my 
experience that too many students arrive at university not know i ng 
what course to take. I f senior pupils were encouraged to explore 
the courses on offer at university they woul d be better prepared to 
make a positive start and a success of their university careers , 1I 
he sai d. A host of queries had to be explained. "Which university, 
how do I apply, which degree, what subjects, what entrance 
qual ifications are ,.n.pcessary, how will I finance my studies - these 
are all que s t ions which ha ve to be answered before' a 'pupil can 
make a final decision " . 

Previous symposia of this nature a t Rhodes have focused on career 
education and career development. 

LECTURER VIS I TS THE USA 

A Politica l Studies lecturer from Rhode s University, Mr Mervyn 
Frost, left for a five-week s tay in America, sponsored by t he 
Un i ted States- South Africa L eader Exc hange P rogramme (USSALEP), 
last month . Mr Frost is one of sev en young South African academics 
who w il l be making the t r i p. Whilst in America the group will mee t 
political, soc ial and c ultural leaders at various centres. 

The basic aim underlying the tour is for the academics to meet and 
get to know the people and politics of America. Among those they 
may mee t are the members of variou s congressiona l committ ees, 
members of the Black Caucus, s tate governors, leg is lators and trade 
un ionis t s . They wi l l also visit various universi t ies, cultural cent r es 
and commun i ty associations, and a b i t of l igh t re l ief at Disney l a n d 
is al so a possibil ity. 

USSALE P , founded in 1958, i s an association of Americans and South 
Afri ca ns who believe in fostering and improving human dignity in 
both societies. T he a ssoc iation is funded b y private donors, and so 
is not committed to any particu l ar government or group. Whilst 
USSALEP members may have conf l ic t ing poli t ical preferences, t hey 
al l subscr i be t o the view t hat human dignity can best be served by 
keeping t he lines of communication open, both within and between 
the two societies. 

H I STOR I C PRESS FOR AR T SCHOO L 

The army was called in; part of a wa l l was knocked down - all to 
install the Rhodes Fine Arts department ' s latest acquisition , an old 
three- ton printing press. The press, more than 70 years old, was 
dona ted to Rhodes by t he proprietor and editor of the Somerset 
Budget, Mr Albert van der Wal t. li l t' s suc h a marve l lous piece of 
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mach i nc ry 
dona t e i! 

t r,~'H <...r)'.J II'1i-" t 1~>1 

for eciUcEltional ') , Jr")():(>"':", 

Assoc i a te P r-ofcssor 
junior' lec..tIJr'er, Mr 
the old pre ,-; s to be 
c..u t s . 

in t he Fine Ar't :~ 

Dam j r': j (. T n orD lI r' '-' . 
useci f o r t'~C h ; fl U . 

dec i ded to 

Deoart. :--I(>nt: Jo s Ne i l, and 
! \;~L n <::. trioped and modified 
,(I ("!-Qi-:;c.;":' or'inting. and line 

There are nn d.3!e s 0 "'" : tl. (., : '.~ -- .~ "', ", ; ([- W,l S built In O t ney, 
Eng land J b~' T P a ynr.- a ~,c~ S:H-- =, ~ .:: .' '.' , ........ _ ~ i.lge i s unknown . Mr 
van del" Wa lt said hi,:, father , Mr t=> J ' .. <~!"'l oer Walt, had bought the 
machine sec.ond-hand from the j=- \)J't B('i ! l l: or' t Acho(<3te In 1950. "50 it 
was old even then. ha v L' br-oen to k ! ; t' S (ynf! of the first prin ti ng 
presses t o be bought c-:fter the i n!..td! lati r)n of e l ec t ricity in Fort 
Beaufort", he sa id. 

Mr van der Walt originally donated t he mac..hine to the Por t 
Elizabeth Technikon bu t , being on ti,e t hird flnor of a building and 
given the bulk and v.'eight "f the pr'ess, the :< had to refuse . So the 
pre ss came to Rhodes. L OcS.ding the pre s s at Somer set East was no 
problem. "We have a special loading bay here: 50 we simp ly r olled 
the press Of""'l pipe~ onto the lorry", explaine d Mr ,,-an der Walt. 

I n Grahams town the problem Vva s more complica t ed . "Mr van der 
Walt phoned me and said th e press would be arriving in an hour' s 
t im e!', said Pro f essor Nel l. "But no o ne had the machinery to 
offload the three-ton press . Then somebodv sugges t ed the army , I 
phoned the Commandant at the militar y base and he said he would 
be very happy to assi s t. 

one of its huge cranes 
the departmen t 's door . 

inside, so workmen h ad 
they were doi ng th at, 

i t s paper feede r s and 
into the room Egyptian -

E ntire l y free of cha r ge, the a "rmy lwoughl 
along and off loaded the press right outside 
I t was obvious the press was too big t o fit 
to knock a por tion of the wall down . Wh i l e 
Mr Thorburn and stripped the pre s s of 
other unnecessary parts. We then rolled it 
style on wooden po les". 

Professor Nell 
s trong p ieee of 

is very pleased with the press: "we' ve got a 
equipment that will la s t for a very l ong time". 

TH E EXPERIE N CE OF MIDDLE AGE 

very 

M i dd le ag e i s norma l l y defined as the period from 45 to 50 years of 
age and i n psychological theor v i t is assoc i a ted w ith a number of 
personal issues and emo t ional rea ctions which accompany the typical 
event s of t his st age of life, 

However E r nes t Kaplan, a Psychology MA student at Rhodes has 
found that research using the age defini ti on of midd le age has 
tended to find mixed results because people may actually be going 
through very d i fferen t types of ex per i ence depend i ng on whet her 
they are sing le , married or divorc.ed, whether t hey have children 
and how old the children are and other s imilar facto r s. 

whose IRst chi l d is cu rren tl y 
as the basis for a thesis on 

three different South Afr ican 

Mr Kaplan i s s tudyin g ma rr ied couple s 
in matri c, and is using thi s c,iterion 
the experience of midcile age in 
cultura l groups. 

Page 4 / 
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Page Four 

"We know a lot about t he psychology of t he Western Whi te", said Dr 
David Edwards, who is supervising the project, "but we can' t 
assume that peop l e in other race and language g roup s have exactly 
the same experiences. That's why cross-cu lt ural studies of th is sort 
are so important. At a ti me l ike this in the development of South 
Africa it is real l y impor tant for information about the experience of 
people in differe"t . c ultural groups to be gathered. This is 
fundamental if the different groups in this country are going to 
learn to understand each other and li ve together in harmony!!! 

One approach that Mr Kaplan wi l l be using is to s t udy his 
subjects' se l f-concept. This w i l l enable him t o discover the feelings 
they have about themselves, what aspects of them se l ves they like or 
dislike and what they view as their weaknesses and streng th s, 
t heir successes and fai lures in life. 

Mr Kaplan wi ll also be investigating the quality of the marriage 
relationship at this stage of l ife, the levels of intimacy people 
experience, and whether one or other partner tends to dominate the 
other. He will a l so examine attitudes to work a nd to the fact that 
the chi ldren are leaving home, and the ex tent to which the coup les 
are coming to terms wi th their own ageing process. 

People differ a great deal among themselves, so Mr Kaplan expects 
to find that his couples will have a wide range of different ways 
of understanding themselves a t this s ta ge of l i fe. Th i s s tage can 
give rise to quite different emo t ions. Some people feel relieved that 
their children have left home so they can take their own interests 
more fu l ly, while others feel ra t her los t when they no l onger have 
the familiar role of parent to occupy them ful l y. This is a l so a 
stage in life where some people who have achieved the goals they 
worked hard for in their younger yea r s beg in to question whether 
t hese achievements are really giving them the sort of deep 
sa ti sfaction they are looking for. These exper iences are bound to be 
affected by the cul tural background in which peopl e live, an d this 
is thus a fertile ground for cross-cu ltu ral psychological research of 
this nature. 

Public Relations & Development D ivision 

NEIL PAPENFUS 
Director 



295 

LIST OF PLATES 



,296 1 

PLATE 2.1 

PERSPEX SCALES DEPICTING ATTITUDE INDEX STATEMENTS 

PLATE 2.2 

PERSPEX SCALES DEPICTING MODIFIED BIPOLAR OPPOSITES 



297 

PLATE 2.3 . Photograph of Researcher and accompanying Herald news­
pa pe r art i c 1 e • 

EASTERN PROVINCE HERALD, WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 14,1983 

Mr Ernest Kaplan .... Iooking for middle-aged subjects 
to assist in his ·work. 

'Middle-aged 
!subjects 
~ sought by 
! 

researcher 
HERALD REPORTER 

MIDDLE age is normally defined as the period from 45 
to 50 years of age, but a researcher from Rhodes 
University in Grahamstown has changed this period for 
the purposes af his research to when the youngest child 
in the family matriculates. 

Mr Ernest Kaplan, who is working on an MA thesis in 
psychology on "The middle-age stage of life; a comparison 
cross-cultural study of men and women facing a transi­
tion", said it was unusual to use the period he had chosen as 

I middle age but past research based on the 45 to 50 age 
~ group had been found to be unreliable. ' 
: Mr Kaplan, who is working under supervision of Qr 

David Edwards of Rhodes, said very little research had 
been done in this field in South Africa. 

He started his MA degree in February this year and had 
up to now been involved in compiling the outlines and 
details according to which the project would be dobe. 

But -{c;r'thenex"f stage- of 
his research Mr Kaplan 
needs intact families who 
are middle-aged people ac· 
cording to the definition he 
is using for this project. 

In this study Mr Kaplan 
will concentrate on inter­
generaFon relationships, 
self'concept, the nature of 
.the marital relationship of 
'middle-aged people. how 
middle-aged people feel to­
wards this stage of life, how 
they view ageing, how they 
feel about their bodies and 
the emptiness of this stage 
of life. . 

He will also investigate 
family authority to deter­
mine which of the two part­
ners in a marital relation­
ship is dominant in middle­
age and how the other 
spouse feels about the 
dominance of the partner. 

Mr Kaplan said the aim 
of research on the inter­
generation relationships of _ 
middle-age people was to 
find out how middle-age 
people perceive different 

I relationships with their 
. parents, their children and 

their brothers and sisters. 
Self-concept has been in­

cluded and will be analysed 
because Mr Kaplan wants 

I to ascertain whether mid­
! die aged men and women 

perceive themselves in dif-
ferent terms. 

To determine this Mr 
Kaplan will use a personal­
ity adjective checklist in 

I which the subjects will be 
asked .. to describe them­
selves. 

People who are middle­
aged in terms of Mr 
Kaplan's definition and are ' 

'I interested in being subjects 
for this study can telephone 
him after 6pm at 33 2362 'in 
Port Elizabeth or at Gra­
hamstown 0461·6226 exten­
sion 9 during office hours. 
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PLATE 2.4 Photograph of Researcher and accompanying Oosterlig news­
paper article. 

OOSTERLIG DONDERDAG 15 SEPTEMBER 1983 

,------ ---- -----.- --- -

MNR. ERNEST KAPLAN. 'n student aan die Universiteit Rhodes. wat aan sy 
MA-graad in die sielkunde werk. Hier sit hy by van die toe rusting wat hy vir sy 

navorsing oor middeljarige egpare gebruik. 

Student soek middeljarige 
egpare se hulp met MA 

'n STUDENT aan die Rhodes-universi­
leil wal aan sy MA-graad in die siel­
kunde werk, soek dringend na middel­
jarige egpare wal hom in sy navorsing 
oor middeljarige ouers sal help, 

Mnr, Ernesl Kaplan, wat die middel­
jare definieer as die stadium wanneer 
die jongsle kind matrikuleer, moet on­
derhoude mel 90 sulke gesinne voer, 

VERHOUDINGS 
Hy wi! die aard van verhoudings in 

die huwelik ondersoek en sal in hierdie 
ondersoek die man en vrou aileen on-
dervra. /' 

In sy navorsing konsenlreer hy hoof-

saaklik 0,P hul gevoel teenoor hul be­
roep, gesmsheerskappy en intergenera­
sie-verhoudinge, 

'CRAHAMSTAD 
SO het navorsing reeds bewys dat 

middeljarige mans meer geinleres­
seerd raak in hul gesin as in hul werk, 
waar die teenoorgostelde vir vrouo 
geld, 

Middoljarigo ei\'are wat belang slol 
om met 010 navorsmg te belp, kan mnr, 
Kaplan by 333362 nil ure bel of van 
Maandag by Grabamstad 6226 uitbrei­
ding 9 geduronde kanloorure, Elko on­
dorhoud duur sowal twee uur, -- - -- -
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PLATE 2.5 Photograph of Researcher and accompanying Grocott' s Mail 
article . 

GROCOTT'S MAIL, FRIDAY 18 OCTOBER, 1983 

Psych.ology Masters student Ernest Kaplan (right) is currently 
doing research in Grahamstown on how couples cope with the 
transitions of middle age. Picture: Ernest conducts his first 
interview 'with volunteers Leon and Juliet Reich. 

Volunteer couples 
wanted for research 

on middle age 
Ernest Kaplan, a masters degree student in the Rhodes Psychology 
department, is currently doing important research on how white , Indian 
and Coloured couples cope with middle age. 

With planning on the research At a time like this in the 
project now completed. Ernest is development of South Africa ", Dr 
read y to begin interviewing Edward s added . "it's really 
Grahamstown couples and is important for information about 
urgently looking fo r volunteers. the experiences of people in 

For the purpose of his research, different cultural groups to be 
he has defined his "middle aged" gathered. This is fundamental if 
subjects as married couples whose the different groups in this country 
youngest child is in matrie. are going to lea rn to understand 

"We know a lot about the each other and live together in 
psychology of the western white harmony". 
person ", said Ernest's supervisor, . Amongst the things Ernest 
Dr David Edwards, "but.we can't intends to investigate are self-
assume that people in other race image, the quality of the marriage 
and language groups have exactly relationship, levels of intimacy, 
the same experiences. That's why domination, attitudes to work, and 
cross-cultural studies of this sort the extent to which couples 
are so important". manage to come to terms with the 

ageing process. 
"People differ a great deal 

amongst them selves", Ernest 
co mmented . He expects his 
research to reveal that the couples 
interviewed have many different 
ways of coping with the d ifficult 
transit ions of middle age. 

Any middle aged couples who 
qualify and would like to 
participate should contact Ernest 
K.ap lan at the Rhodes Psychology 
department - phone (0461) 6226 X9 
during office hours. He will need 
about 90 couples. 
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PLATE 2.6 Photograph of Researcher and guinea-pig subject in Week­
end Post a rticle of October , 19, 1983. 

i 
I 

=======------.. 

,. 
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. \ 

. 
With his mother, Mrs SYLVIA KAPLAN, as a guinea pig, Mr EARNEST 
KAPLAN demonstrates how he will interview middle·aged couples for : 
his MA thesis in psychology. Mr Kaplan, of Rhodes University, is using 1 

pyschologlsts'. "scales" to determine how couples in th ls"age group \ 
view their marital and family relationships. Mr Kaplan has defined, 
"middle·aged" for this research as parents whose children will matrlc· ': 
ulate this year. Anyone Interested in participating should phone him 
_ __ at ... 0461·6226, ext!nsion 9, duri.~\[ oft~ce .. ~_ours ~_Monday. _ ~ 
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