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Abstract The empty nest, which refers to the phase of the

family life cycle following the departure of children, has

been associated with both positive and negative conse-

quences for parents. This article aims to achieve a better

understanding of the complex effects of this transition. It

discusses available data and theoretical perspectives on the

empty nest, from pioneering works until the most recent

studies on the subject. It includes a discussion of concep-

tualization and methodological issues, as well as a review

of determinants of nest leaving. The influence of the

departure of children on their parents’ marital quality and

psychological well-being, including the potential develop-

ment of empty-nest syndrome, are then summarized.

Studies examining other parental outcome, such as marital

instability or relationships with adult children, are also

reviewed. It ends with a discussion on boomerang kids and

directions for future research. In particular, the need to

study the empty-nest period with parents living in a variety

of marital situations is acknowledged.

Keywords Empty nest � Departure of children �
Family life cycle � Marital relationships � Well-being

Introduction

During its life cycle, the family alternatively grows and

contracts in size (Sussman 1955). This contraction of the

immediate family is associated, in particular, with the

empty nest, a period faced by most parents during their

midlife. The empty nest, also called the postparental per-

iod, is the phase of the family life cycle during which all

the children are grown up and are no longer living at home

(Dennerstein et al. 2002; Deutscher 1964; Raup and Myers

1989). This period is regarded as a normative event, in the

sense that parents are aware that their children will become

adults and eventually leave home (Crowley et al. 2003;

Mitchell and Lovegreen 2009). Although normative, this

transition nevertheless has a deep impact on parents. It has

long been recognized that, as its size decreases, interaction

and activity patterns have to be modified if the family is to

persist as a unit (Sussman 1955).

Strikingly less attention has been devoted to this period

compared with other stages of the family life cycle, such as

the transition to parenthood (Hagen and DeVries 2004;

Lachman 2004). This situation is of great concern to

researchers for at least two reasons. First, the postparental

period has lengthened in recent decades (Borland 1982;

Cassidy 1985; Hershberger 1982) and nearly half of a

marriage is typically spent after the children have left home

(Duvall and Miller 1985). Second, the empty nest engen-

ders complex emotions, both positive and negative, for

parents (Beaupré et al. 2006; Dare 2011; Hiedemann et al.

1998; Sheriff and Weatherall 2009). The current article

aims to offer readers a comprehensive outlook at available

data and theoretical perspectives on the postparental period

by reviewing research published on this subject in the last

few decades. Understanding the conditions under which

couples can experience a more positive transition consti-

tutes one of the first steps in promoting well-being among

these couples.

To complete this examination, published studies were

extracted from academic databases, with empty nest,

postparental, postmaternity, postpaternity, postparenthood,

launching of children, launching phase, life course, life
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cycle, normative leaving-home trajectory, and nonnorma-

tive leaving-home trajectory as the search criteria (with a

variety of spellings). The term empty nest was, by far, the

most frequently used by researchers. The goal of this

search was to make an inventory of what has been pub-

lished annually, from pioneering works until the most

recent studies on the subject. The article begins with a brief

historical overview and the presentation of a series of terms

related to the transition, followed by a discussion of

determinants of nest leaving. I continue by analyzing the

complex effects of nest leaving on parents and conclude

with a discussion on previously independent adults who

return home. Finally, future directions in research are

proposed.

Historical Perspective and Conceptual Developments

Studies on the empty-nest period started in the 1950’s

(Sussman 1955) or 1960’s (Axelson 1960; Deutscher

1964), but became more numerous in the 1970’s (Crawford

and Hooper 1973; Glenn 1975; Harkins 1978; Resnick

1979). The emergence of the empty-nest phase is largely a

consequence of increasing longevity (Deutscher 1964;

Raup and Myers 1989). If median ages of death in men are

taken as criteria, the postparental period did not begin to

appear until about 1900 (Deutscher 1964; Hershberger

1982; Schram 1979). Increased longevity results in a longer

period of time for the average couple to reside by them-

selves after their children have gone. Changes in birth

control technologies and in fertility values, which have led

to smaller families and a compression of the childbearing

years, also explain the lengthening of the postparental

period over the years (Cassidy 1985; Rodgers and Witney

1981; Schram 1979).

The remaining of this section presents terms central to

this review. Like many other areas of study related to

family life, children’s departure from the parental home

has given rise to budding conceptual developments. On the

one hand, a number of researchers have underlined their

preference for the term postparental over the colloquial

term empty nest. They argued that the use of the term

empty nest has contributed to the pessimistic view of this

developmental phase (Raup and Myers 1989; Sheriff and

Weatherall 2009) and to ageist attitudes in adult develop-

ment research (Lippert 1997). I would add that the

expression empty nest is not completely accurate either: if

parents are still living in their home, the nest is not empty.

On the other hand, a few scholars have underlined that,

because a parent remains a parent even after children leave

home (Cooper and Gutmann 1987), the very term postpa-

rental is also inexact (Gutmann 1985). Gutmann (1985)

proposed an alternative term by suggesting that older

individuals become emeritus parents rather than ex-par-

ents. Although the term emeritus parent does not suffer

from the same problems as the two other terms, it sank into

oblivion since Gutmann’s proposition. In the current

review, whenever possible, I use the term emeritus parents,

but I also use the terms postparental and empty nest for

easing correspondence with previous research. The last two

terms have the merit of being largely accepted by the

scientific community, whereas the first one describes, with

a fair degree of accuracy, the reality under study.

Many researchers distinguish the launching phase from

the empty-nest phase. The launching phase refers to the

stage when a family is in the process of having children

depart from the parental home (Feeney et al. 1994; Hagen

and DeVries 2004). In the launching phase, the oldest

children may have left home, but younger children may

still be living with their parents. The launching phase ends

when the last child leaves home (Ellicott 1985; White

1994). The recognition of the existence of a launching

phase takes into consideration that, particularly in families

with more than one child, an empty nest does not occur

overnight; there is usually a transitional nest-emptying

period (Cooper and Gutmann 1987).

The departure of children has also been linked to the

concept of empty-nest syndrome. This term describes the

depression, loneliness, identity crisis, or emotional dis-

tress experienced by parents during the postparental phase

(Borland 1982; Cassidy 1985; Mitchell and Lovegreen

2009). The concepts of empty nest and empty-nest syn-

drome have sometimes been used interchangeably (Dare

2011), which has accentuated the potential for postpar-

enthood to be interpreted as problematic. To eliminate

any confusion, it is important to acknowledge that the

term empty nest describes the stage of family life,

whereas the term empty-nest syndrome refers to possible

negative reactions to the transition. Finally, the relatively

new issue of adult offspring who leave the home and

return again has given rise to expressions such as boo-

merang kids (Beaupré et al. 2006; Sheriff and Weatherall

2009), incompletely launched adults (Schnaiberg and

Goldenberg 1989) or return of the fledgling adults

(Clemens and Axelson 1985).

Determinants of Nest Leaving

Before examining the effects of nest leaving on emeritus

parents, predictors of the departure of children are

reviewed. Today, most young adults move out voluntarily

from the parental home to pursue educational or employ-

ment opportunities or simply to live independently

(Beaupré et al. 2006). The bulk of home leavers relocate

close to their parental home (Leopold et al. 2012).
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Unsurprisingly, age is an important determinant of nest

leaving. A majority of adults perceive that both men and

women should leave home between the ages of 18 and 25

(Settersten 1998). The reasons cited for these age deadlines

are related to the development of self and personality,

including the expression of independence (Settersten 1998;

White 1994). Indeed, results showed that coresidence

probabilities decreased steeply with children’s age (Aqui-

lino 1991). This movement is, however, hindered by

another trend showing that, since the 1980’s, the average

age for leaving home has increased in many western

countries (Cherlin et al. 1997), largely as a result of young

adults’ financial problems (Beaupré et al. 2006; Clemens

and Axelson 1985). Whether young adults can sustain

themselves economically is, like age, a strong determinant

of their level of independence from their parents (Cherlin

et al. 1997).

Offspring’s gender is also a significant predictor of nest

leaving. Results have consistently showed that women

leave the parental home earlier than men, largely because

they tend to marry at younger ages than do men (Beaupré

et al. 2006; Cherlin et al. 1997; Settersten 1998; White

1994). Nevertheless, men with higher education leave

sooner than their less educated counterparts (Beaupré et al.

2006).

A number of characteristics of the family of origin also

influence the departure of children. Growing up in a large

family promotes being independent sooner rather than

later (Beaupré et al. 2006). Young adults living in step-

families also leave earlier (Beaupré et al. 2006). Although

most children in step-families reveal that the level of

family conflicts was the reason for their departure (White

1994), the link between family conflicts and home leaving

is still a matter of debate. Seiffge-Krenke (2006) con-

firmed that the rates of parent–adolescent conflict were

higher in families of in-time leavers (M = 21 years for

women and M = 23 years for men) than in families with

adult children residing with their parents at ages

21–25 years. Families of in-time leavers would exhibit an

optimal balance between encouragement of their chil-

dren’s differentiation, through conflict, and support of

their autonomy. Ward and Spitze (2007), for their part,

found only very limited evidence that nest leaving was

related to the quality of parent–child relations. These

authors proposed that future research assessing the process

through which children from step-families leave home

earlier should investigate economic and structural factors.

Finally, when all other factors were maintained constant,

Beaupré et al. (2006) revealed that having a mother who

was not in the paid labor force during offspring’s ado-

lescence reduced the probability that young adults move

out of the parental home. In contrast, the effect of having

an unemployed father was not significant.

Effects of Nest Leaving on Emeritus Parents

Prominent Theories

Two main theoretical perspectives offer hypotheses

regarding the effects of the departure of children on par-

ents: the role loss perspective and the role strain (relief)

perspective. Both perspectives are supported by empirical

data and are reviewed here. The role loss hypothesis pre-

dicts that when the role from which parents, particularly

mothers, have derived their sense of accomplishment is

over, a decrease in their well-being should be observed

(Rogers and Markides 1989; Sheriff and Weatherall 2009;

White and Edwards 1990). Most studies have conceptual-

ized parental well-being in terms of parents’ marital quality

or psychological well-being. The empty-nest syndrome is

postulated to be closely linked to the absence of alternative

roles in which parents could continue building an identity

after the departure of their children (Borland 1982;

Bumagin and Hirn 1982).

In sharp contrast to the hypothesis of a loss, the role

strain relief perspective suggests that the empty-nest stage

should lead to improvement in parental well-being, because

the presence of children at home increases exposure to

stressors, such as daily demands, time constraints, and

work–family conflicts (Erickson et al. 2010; Umberson

et al. 2005; Umberson et al. 2010; White and Edwards

1990). Partners who no longer have children at home may

engage in fewer roles, thus reducing their role strain and

stress (Gorchoff et al. 2008). The role strain relief

hypothesis was supported by a fairly consistent finding

throughout the literature that children have an unfavorable

influence on marital quality (Ahlborg et al. 2009; Bradbury

et al. 2000; Umberson et al. 2005).

Methodological Issues

The examination of studies published in the last few dec-

ades reveals variations in methodological designs and in

samples employed to document the postparental period.

Before reviewing results of research examining the effects

of the departure of children on parental well-being, these

methodological issues are discussed here.

Many studies, particularly the earlier ones in the

domain, were based on cross-sectional data. A number of

researchers explored how adults differed in their levels of

well-being according to different stages of the family life

cycle (Condie and Doan 1978; Erickson et al. 2010;

Radloff 1980; Rollins and Cannon 1974; Rollins and

Feldman 1970). Most of the time, the eight-stage model of

Duvall and Miller (1985; I-married couples without chil-

dren, II-childbearing families, III-families with preschool

children, IV-families with schoolchildren, V-families with
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teenagers, VI-launching stage, VII-empty-nest stage, and

VIII-aging family members), or a slightly modified version

of this model, was used to categorize individuals. Other

authors have focused their investigation specifically on the

departure of children by comparing parents in the launch-

ing phase with their counterparts in the empty-nest phase

(Axelson 1960; Harkins 1978; Mitchell and Lovegreen

2009; Rogers and Markides 1989). Unfortunately, cross-

sectional studies, particularly those comparing couples who

were in a variety of stages of the family life, do not allow

for distinguishing the stage effects from the cohort mem-

bership effects. Researchers examining the impact of the

postparental transition have also used retrospective ratings

of well-being in lasting marriages (Finkel and Hansen

1992; Mackey and O’Brien 1999). Retrospective studies

are not flawless either. As they are based on respondents’

recollections, they are likely to contain inaccuracies.

Given the limitations associated with cross-sectional and

retrospective data, a number of scholars chose longitudinal

methodologies to examine the effects of family transitions,

including the postparental transition. A number of them

collected short-term longitudinal data over periods no

longer than 5 years (Menaghan 1983; Tucker and Aron

1993; Ward and Spitze 2007). The longest longitudinal

studies, which covered either all stages of the family life or

only the period surrounding the empty-nest stage, took

place over periods of approximately 10 years (Dennerstein

et al. 2002; Hagen and DeVries 2004; White and Edwards

1990), 18 years (Gorchoff et al. 2008), and 40 years

(Vaillant and Vaillant 1993).

Instead of using the stages of the family life cycle as

benchmarks, others have contrasted the effects of post-

parenthood with diverse transitions or stressors, such as

involuntary job loss (Crowley et al. 2003; Hobdy et al.

2007), grand-parenthood (Crawford and Hooper 1973),

menopause, divorce, aging, or death of parents (Dare

2011). Comparisons have also been made between emeri-

tus parents and childless adults (Dykstra and Keizer 2009;

Hansen et al. 2009).

The vast majority of reviewed studies were based on

quantitative analyses, but some authors have differentiated

themselves by using qualitative data (Dare 2011; Deutscher

1964) or a methodology mixing quantitative and qualitative

analyses (Mitchell and Lovegreen 2009). In the same vein,

most researchers employed convenience samples, but a

number of studies have the merit of being based on national

surveys (Glenn 1975; Kapitus and Johnson 2003; Van-

Laningham et al. 2001; Ward and Spitze 2007) or repre-

sentative samples (Hansen et al. 2009). Finally, given that

both mothers and fathers face the postparental transition,

most scholars studied the impact of launching of children

into adulthood on both parents. Nevertheless, many articles

only concern mothers (Bumagin and Hirn 1982; Crawford

and Hooper 1973; Gorchoff et al. 2008; Harkins 1978;

Harris et al. 1986; McQuaide 1998). This choice was

explained by the fact that the departure of children entails a

change in a role that has traditionally been a focus of many

women’s lives and identities (Hobdy et al. 2007).

Average Effects

Many researchers examined the effects of the departure of

children on emeritus parents’ marital quality and psycho-

logical well-being, including the potential development of

empty-nest syndrome. Other parental outcomes, such as

marital instability, relationships with adult children, marital

equity, or physical well-being, have also been examined

but less intensively. The results are presented here. A

Table 1 Effects of nest leaving on emeritus parents

Criterion Average effects Potential moderators

Marital quality Increase in marital quality for cross-

sectional, retrospective and most

longitudinal studies

Gender (more increase for women in most

studies)

Marital equity Few data, but increase in marital equity Gender (more equity for women)

Marital instability Few data, but increase in marital

instability

Timing of the transition (more instability

for shorter marriages)

Relationship with children Few effects, but need to negotiate new

relationship rules

Geographical distance

Physical well-being Few data, but no effect No

Psychological well-being Somewhat inconsistent. Loneliness or

sense of loss for some women. Increase

in well-being or no effect for most

parents. Few parents with empty-nest

syndrome

Gender (more reported difficulties for

women). Number of concomitant stressful

events (negative relationship). Frequency

of contacts with children (positive

relationship). Worries (negative

relationship)

72 G. Bouchard

123



summary of the main ideas of this section appears in

Table 1.

Marital Quality, Equity and Instability

Cross-sectional studies have consistently revealed a cur-

vilinear U-shaped pattern of marital quality over the family

life course, with lowest ratings in the mid marriage child

rearing stages and highest ratings in the earliest and latest

stages, including the empty nest (Adelmann et al. 1996;

Anderson et al. 1983; Kapitus and Johnson 2003; Rollins

and Cannon 1974). Retrospective ratings of marital quality

also followed the same curvilinear pattern described in

cross-sectional studies (Finkel and Hansen 1992; Mackey

and O’Brien 1999). Consistent with the role strain relief

perspective, results based on cross-sectional and retro-

spective studies indicated that after the child rearing and

launching phases, both fathers and mothers showed a

substantial increase in their marital quality and satisfaction

(Glenn 1975; Harris et al. 1986; Rollins and Feldman 1970;

Umberson et al. 2005). The increase was, however, more

marked for emeritus mothers than emeritus fathers (Rollins

and Feldman 1970). This gender difference was explained

by the traditional gender ideology, which generally pre-

scribes higher levels of engagement with their children to

mothers (Gutmann 1985).

Results of longitudinal studies were slightly less con-

sistent. A study by Vaillant and Vaillant (1993) showed

that, when studied prospectively, the U-curve disappears

and marital satisfaction remains relatively stable, particu-

larly in the middle and later years. Nevertheless, most

longitudinal studies confirmed that parents in the empty-

nest phase reported higher levels of marital satisfaction

than when they were in the launching phase (Gorchoff

et al. 2008; Hagen and DeVries 2004; White and Edwards

1990). The transition to an empty nest was associated with

increased marital satisfaction that endured long after the

last child left home (Gorchoff et al. 2008).

Many factors explain the rise in marital satisfaction at

the empty-nest phase. Results showed that the transition to

an empty nest increased marital quality via an increase in

enjoyment of time with partners (Cassidy 1985; Gorchoff

et al. 2008; see also Condie and Doan 1978, for a similar

hypothesis). Partners expressed pleasure at their newfound

freedom to do what they desired (Bozett 1985; Deutscher

1964; McQuaide 1998; Sussman 1955). Furthermore,

compared with adults with dependent children, those who

no longer have dependent children at home reported less

work–family conflicts (Erickson et al. 2010), which

allowed them to focus on their marital relationship.

The departure of the last child also has a positive impact

on the level of equity between partners (i.e., the balance

between what each partner feels he/she gives to the

relationship and what is obtained; Menaghan 1983).

According to a number of studies (Feeney et al. 1994; see

also Holahan 1984), more wives than husbands experience

equity during this period. This means that emeritus parents,

particularly mothers, see their spouse as more accommo-

dating, less insistent on their own way, and less focused on

their own needs (Menaghan 1983). For these older spouses,

adherence to strict equity assumes prime importance as a

predictor of marital satisfaction (Feeney et al. 1994).

In contrast to results for marital quality and equity,

Hiedemann et al. (1998) found evidence that the transition

to an empty nest can increase the risk of marital dissolu-

tion, especially for couples who reach this phase relatively

early in their marriage. Women appeared to be more likely

than men to initiate separation at this stage of life (Pryor

1999). For their children’s benefit, it seems that a number

of couples may have remained in unsatisfactory relation-

ships until they reached the postparental phase (Hiedemann

et al. 1998). Young adults whose parents separated were

evenly divided on whether or not they thought it would

have been better for them if their parents had separated

when they were children (Pryor 1999; see also Cole and

Cole 1999).

Relationships with Adult Children and Physical Well-Being

Ward and Spitze (2007) found little effect of nest leaving

on the quality of parent–child relations. Nevertheless, the

need to negotiate new sets of relationship rules with young

adult children, particularly daughters, was a theme that

emerged in the qualitative interviews of many emeritus

mothers (Dare 2011). As the empty nest nears, role shifts

also occur in father-child relationships. According to Bo-

zett (1985), the father becomes less authoritarian and

directive and the child becomes more receptive to the

father’s suggestions and influence.

Earlier work showed that parents who lived near their

children’s household, and maintained harmonious relations

with them, experienced no basic change in their activity

pattern across the postparenthood stage (Sussman 1955).

Their relationships with their children and grandchildren

kept them busy. Finally, the few studies examining the

effect of the transition on parents’ physical health found no

significant effect (Harkins 1978; Rogers and Markides

1989).

Psychological Well-Being

Research has been slightly incoherent regarding the impact

of the departure of the last child from the home on parents’

psychological well-being. A small number of studies

revealed that the empty nest was associated with difficul-

ties for parents, especially for mothers. Nevertheless, the
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majority of studies published in recent decades painted a

more optimistic picture of the situation. As will be shown,

the nature of the variables under study and the presence of

moderators could explain these inconsistencies.

With regards to documented difficulties, a number of

mothers reported a significant increase in loneliness

between the launching phase and the empty-nest phase,

which was accounted, in part, by a decrease in their levels

of community activities (Axelson 1960). These results are

consistent with recent data showing that one of the rewards

of becoming a parent is greater social integration (Nom-

aguchi and Milkie 2003). Postparenthood is often per-

ceived by women as being stressful, that is more stressful

than grand-motherhood or involuntary job loss (Crawford

and Hooper 1973; Hobdy et al. 2007). In the same vein, in

accordance with the role loss perspective, Lippert (1997)

revealed that a sense of loss was a common feeling for

emeritus mothers. Alcohol abuse may even accompany this

feeling (D’Amore 2009).

If we turn our attention to factors behind these results,

we find that the absence of alternative roles in which to

continue building an identity after children leave home

explains the negative effects of children departure on

women’s psychological well-being (Borland 1982; Raup

and Myers 1989; Resnick 1979). The accumulation of

stressful events for some women could also be at stake.

Raup and Myers (1989) observed that emeritus mothers

who had major issues with which they were confronted at

the time of the postparental transition, such as the death of

parents, were more likely to suffer from the empty-nest

syndrome than other mothers.

Nevertheless, many researchers failed to find differences

in psychological well-being or life satisfaction between

parents with residential children, including those in the

launching phase, and parents in the empty-nest stage

(Axelson 1960; Dykstra and Keizer 2009; Gorchoff et al.

2008; Hansen et al. 2009). Moreover, there is evidence that

relatively few mothers and fathers experience the plethora

of negative emotions and adjustment difficulties that are

diagnosed as the empty-nest syndrome (Lewis and Duncan

1991; Mitchell and Lovegreen 2009; Raup and Myers

1989; Rogers and Markides 1989; Schmidt et al. 2004). A

number of authors brought to light that children’s departure

from home often generates, instead of strictly negative or

positive emotions, ambivalence and mixed feelings (e.g., a

mixture of sadness and relief; Dare 2011; Sheriff and

Weatherall 2009). These mixed feelings are triggered in

response to different aspects of active parenting (Sheriff

and Weatherall 2009).

With regards to results providing a more optimistic

overview of the transition, they showed that parents whose

children have left home reported greater well-being as well

as lower levels of depression than other respondents of

comparable age with children at home (Dennerstein et al.

2002; Ellicott 1985; Glenn 1975; Harkins 1978; Radloff

1980; White and Edwards 1990). However, this improve-

ment in mood was confined to parents who had frequent

contact with nonresident children (White and Edwards

1990) or who were not worried about children leaving

home (Dennerstein et al. 2002; Raup and Myers 1989). The

positive effects of the empty nest on parental well-being

appear to be the strongest immediately after children left

(White and Edwards 1990) and they could have largely

disappeared 2 years following the event (Harkins 1978).

The fact remains that emeritus mothers reported higher

levels of life satisfaction compared with childless women

(Hansen et al. 2009). Additionally, Dare (2011) revealed

that most mothers better managed the empty nest than the

aging and death of parents, which presented them with

more long-term challenges.

Contextual Variables

The departure of children from home does not occur in a

vacuum and specific contextual variables have a particular

influence on the way parents deal with the transition. In

accordance with life cycle theories, which state that the

degree of impact of an event has much to do with its timing

(Elder 1998; Neugarten 1976), it has been shown that

parental expectations regarding the appropriate timing of

their children’s departure greatly influence experiences of

the transition (Harkins 1978; Mitchell and Lovegreen 2009).

If the empty-nest period occurred too soon or too late based

on their social lens, parents had a more difficult time coping

with the event. Correspondingly, when children met nor-

mative expectations about leaving, parents were less likely

to report problems (Mitchell and Lovegreen 2009).

Parents’ demographic characteristics—including their

occupational status, the number of children they had, and

their age at the time of the postparental transition—also

have an impact on the way they deal with the departure of

their children. In line with the role loss perspective, a

recent study showed that parents who worked part time or

stayed at home were slightly more likely to suffer from the

empty-nest syndrome than those employed in full-time jobs

(Mitchell and Lovegreen 2009). In contrast, data from

earlier decades converged to indicate that employment

status, including being retired or not, did not influence how

the transition was experienced (Cassidy 1985; Deutscher

1964; Radloff 1980). The unprecedented changes observed

in recent years in the labor force, especially among women

(Major and Germano 2006), render these results difficult to

compare and could explain, to some extent, these incon-

sistencies. Concerning the impact of the other demographic

variables, Ellicott (1985) revealed that women who had

many children over a shorter period of time underwent
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more positive changes after their children left home com-

pared with those with fewer children, which is in keeping

with the role strain relief hypothesis. Finally, younger

parents reported greater challenges associated with the

transition to an empty nest compared with their older

counterparts (Mitchell and Lovegreen 2009). The smoother

adjustment of older parents was explained by the fact that

they had a longer period of mental preparation to ease into

the transition (Mitchell and Lovegreen 2009).

It is worth noting that the trajectory of couples under-

going the postparental transition is mostly independent of

parental assessments of how children turned out (Gorchoff

et al. 2008; Hagen and DeVries 2004; but see also Umb-

erson et al. 2010). Although women who had experienced

the transition to an empty nest viewed their children as

more successful and independent than did women who still

had children at home (Dare 2011), perceived child success

was not linked to a more positive transition (Gorchoff et al.

2008; Hagen and DeVries 2004).

Gender and Cultural Differences

In the popular press, the term empty-nest syndrome was

raised typically in relation to women (Cassidy 1985;

Sheriff and Weatherall 2009). When men were construed

as more likely to suffer emotionally from the departure of

their children, it was because of their regret for being

absent fathers as well as their inability to share their

emotions with others (Sheriff and Weatherall 2009). A

number of researchers found differences between reactions

of emeritus mothers and fathers (but see Hagen and

DeVries 2004, for similar patterns of results between

genders). In contrast to accounts of the popular press,

gender differences were, however, mostly favorable to

women, in line with the role strain relief perspective (Er-

ickson et al. 2010; Umberson et al. 2005; Umberson et al.

2010; White and Edwards 1990). Indeed, in the same way

that the birth of a first child was associated with larger

declines in marital satisfaction for women than for men, the

empty nest was also associated with more positive results

for women (Feeney et al. 1994; Glenn 1975; Rollins and

Feldman 1970). The fact that mothers have typically the

greatest responsibility for children explains these gender

differences (Twenge et al. 2003). Nevertheless, when

emeritus parents were asked if they had experienced the

empty-nest syndrome, mothers were more likely than

fathers to state that they had (Mitchell and Lovegreen

2009). In this last case, it is possible that some women

tried, by their affirmative responses, to comply with images

of mothers portrayed in the popular press (see McFarland

et al. 1989, for similar results concerning the relation

between women’s theories of menstrual distress and their

recollections of physical and affective symptoms).

Before ending this section, I will address cultural dif-

ferences. The postparental period has been documented

mainly with American parents. As the number of empty-

nesters has increased in China, especially in rural areas

(Liu and Guo 2008; Xie et al. 2010), more and more

research has involved Chinese parents. According to Su

et al. (2012), emeritus parents is today’s group of social

concern in China (see also Kumagai 2010 for a discussion

of aging families in Japan where coresidence with adult

children is the most prevalent situation). Data converged to

indicate that Chinese empty-nesters were more inclined to

have poorer relationships with their children, poorer family

functioning, and to be unsatisfied with their life compared

with their counterparts with children at home (Liu and Guo

2007, 2008; Wang and Zhao 2012). Furthermore, more

than 80 % of Chinese emeritus parents reported moderate

to high levels of loneliness (Wu et al. 2010). The preva-

lence of depressive symptoms among this population also

approximated 80 % (Xie et al. 2010). The rapid erosion of

family support (due in part to the mobility of children from

rural areas to large cities for occupational reasons; Chen

et al. 2012) is one of the factors that could contribute to

parental difficulties (Liu and Guo 2007; Wang and Zhao

2011). Family support for older people is a long and

cherished Chinese tradition (Wong and Leung 2012). Its

importance is evidenced by data showing that empty-

nesters living in urban areas not only receive more social

support but also report less depression than those living in

rural areas (Su et al. 2012). Finally, Chinese emeritus

parents had frequently low incomes, which could also

reduce their quality of life (Liu and Guo 2008; Xie et al.

2010). In terms of an overall portrait, Chinese data differ

from American data in their greater degree of pessimism.

However, the Chinese data confirm the American data on

the mechanisms. Thus, the cultural differences could be

due to the presence of a higher proportion of parents who

suffer from living far from their adult children.

Data from another Asian country, Thailand, are more

optimistic concerning the impact of children’s mobility. In

this country, emeritus parents show lower levels of

depression when their adult children move outside their

district of residence than when they stay closer (Abas et al.

2013). Social status and pride associated with successful

migration of children are key explanations of these find-

ings. These data reinforce the fact that families are cultural

products of their society (Kumagai 2010).

Boomerang Kids

It is apparent that the phenomenon of boomerang kids

has grown in recent years. Roughly half of young adults

have returned home for at least a brief period of time
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—usually assumed to be a minimum of 4 months

(Beaupré et al. 2006)—after their initial leaving (Cherlin

et al. 1997; White 1994). This situation was accentuated

by young adults’ problems of unemployment, financial

distress, and marital instability, but factors such as

dependence or protection needs could also be involved

(Aquilino 1991; Clemens and Axelson 1985). Contem-

porary parents seem accommodating with regards to the

return of previously independent adults. According to

Settersten (1998), most adults believe that returning

home should not be limited by age and that coresidence

with parents should be tailored along the dimensions of

need and circumstances.

Some authors argued that prolonged coresidence was

more likely in families where intergenerational ties were

positive (Cherlin et al. 1997). Nevertheless, results indi-

cated that returning children and their parents are able to

share housing despite problematic histories (Ward and

Spitze 2007). Although coresidence increases opportunities

for disagreements (Ward and Spitze 2007), relationships

between boomerang kids and their parents are generally

positive (Cherlin et al. 1997). The areas of greatest

potential conflicts are similar to the ones experienced with

adolescents and include the lifestyle of the retuning adult,

the sharing of household tasks, and the use of the family

car (Clemens and Axelson 1985).

Concerning parents’ quality of life, results showed a

trend toward reduced frequency of sexual activities in the

first year after children return home (Dennerstein et al.

2002). Living with adult children also seems to interfere

with positive interactions between parents (Umberson et al.

2005). In short, in the same way that the departure of the

children has a positive impact on parent’s marital satis-

faction, the return of these same children negatively affects

their marital relationship. The return of adult children was,

however, not associated with mood changes among women

(Dennerstein et al. 2002), but do seem disturbing for many

fathers (Lewis and Duncan 1991).

Future Directions in Research

In summary, the overall portrait of the consequences of

children’s departure on their parents is relatively positive

or at least not highly negative. This review made it clear

that there is nevertheless strong variability in the way the

transition to an empty nest is experienced (see Lachman

2004, for a similar argument). Researchers need to con-

tinue identifying what factors influence how emeritus

parents experience the transition to an empty nest, instead

of pursuing the search to describe the way things are. Work

is still needed to fully comprehend factors that mediate and

moderate outcomes for emeritus parents.

A key way to accomplish this is through the examination

of the effects of the postparental transition in conjunction

with other aging-related changes, such as grand-parent-

hood, chronic health conditions, menopause, retirement,

widowhood, caring for elderly parents, or death of parents

(see Mitchell and Lovegreen 2009, for a similar sugges-

tion). So far, researchers focused on a preliminary step by

comparing the effects of the departure of children with the

effects of other events occurring at midlife, but an exam-

ination of the combined effects of stressors has been

neglected. The few data available on the subject look

promising in explaining individual differences. According

to Raup and Myers (1989), there is evidence that facing

other stressful events at the time of the postparental tran-

sition may increase the chances of developing the empty-

nest syndrome.

Moreover, it is important to underscore that studies on

the postparental period were based mostly on married

couples. In this respect, emeritus parents coming from

nontraditional families have been largely ignored in

research. There is an urgent need to study the empty-nest

period with samples of parents living in a variety of marital

situations, such as remarriage, step-parenthood, divorce,

cohabitation, or single parenthood (see Ward and Spitze

2007, for a similar argument). It can be hypothesized that

the reality of emeritus parents coming from nonintact

families would differ from the one of their intact counter-

parts (Raup and Myers 1989; Xie et al. 2010). For instance,

if the emeritus mother or father is left living alone fol-

lowing the children’s departure, the effects of the transition

may well be distinctively negative in most cases (Glenn

1975).

Additional research is also needed that further explores

gender and cultural differences in psychological reactions

to children leaving home. Mitchell and Lovegreen (2009)

showed, on that subject, that some ethnocultural subgroups

of fathers were more likely to report the empty-nest syn-

drome than some mothers. The recent advances in research

with Asian parents also stressed the importance of cultural

factors (Abas et al. 2013; Liu and Guo 2007, 2008; Wu

et al. 2010; Xie et al. 2010).

Concerning the phenomenon of boomerang kids,

research clearly indicates that the return of children to the

home render the postparental transition more complex in its

organization and its effects on parents (Hiedemann et al.

1998). Because the phenomenon of incompletely launched

adults is increasing in scale, researchers should consider

broadening their focus to the way all parents, including

those who experienced a series of departures and returns,

managed these changes. Accordingly, the conceptualiza-

tion of the postparental stage should be reevaluated. If we

wish to gain more knowledge on this period, a conceptu-

alization that takes into account the complex process that
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leads to children’s independence should be adopted.

Qualitative research may be an effective tool to capture the

multifaceted dynamics associated with nest leaving and

children’s return to the home (Ward and Spitze 2007).

Most marital and family research has focused on

couples in childbearing and child rearing stages. Despite

this fact, I believe that research to date on the empty nest

constitutes important advances in our understanding of

other periods of the family life cycle. With an aging

population and the increased and persistent presence of

emeritus parents living in nontraditional families, there is

a growing need for studies on the empty nest, particu-

larly with respect to examining mediators and moderators

of the parental reaction. Emerging theories should be

flexible enough to explain how a particular set of bio-

logical, social, and psychological circumstances interacts

and results in a unique developmental path for emeritus

parents.
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