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Abstract

The relationships between adult children and their parents remain an important social and emotional
resource for both, but can also cause a range of difficulties. The marital and parental subsystems are
interrelated, but these interrelations nature changes throughout the family life cycle. Most studies examine
the consequences of leaving the parental home for young people, but - for parents - to a lesser extent. Some
studies show that postponing leaving the “parental nest” can be detrimental to the well-being of the marital
relationship and the parents’ relationships with their adult children. Our study aim was to examine the
nature of the relationship between marital relationships and the parental position of parents of adult children
at different stages of the family life cycle. The main attention was focused on the “empty nest” stage, when
there is a radical redistribution of marital and parental functions. There were parents, who lived separately
from their adult children aged 22 to 35 years (30 respondents). The groups of comparison included parents
at the previous stage - with older adolescents (39 persons), as well as parents with adult children, who still
lived with their parents, i.e. with a protracted separation (26 respondents). The whole study sample
consisted of 95 people (30 men and 65 women) aged 41 to 64 years. The following methods were used in
this study: "Family Communication" by Yu. Alyoshina et al., "Triangular Love Scale" by R. Stenberg,
"Relationship Assessment Scale" by S. Hendrick, "Parental Position in Relation to Adult Children" by R.
Egorov & I. Shapovalenko. We came to the following conclusions. The well-being of marital relations is
associated with the parental position at different stages of the family life cycle differently. In general, at the
empty nest stage, there is a deeper closeness both between spouses and with children. The interactions with
children are based more on mutual understanding. At this stage, parents are less focused on children and
are more focused on marital relations. In spouses, living together with adult children, marital relationships
are not interconnected with the level of acceptance of the child, but are associated with control over the
child. In families with adolescents, no correlations were found between marital relations and the parental
position, which may indicate a greater concentration of spouses on the parental function. These results
allow us to determine the foci of psychotherapeutic influence in psychological assistance to families with
adult children more accurately.
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1. Introduction

It is known that family relationships are one of the most important factors of psychological
well-being (Hawkins & Booth, 2005). Along with this, an important factor is personal maturity and
autonomy (Manukyan, 2002). Both of these factors are closely related to the nature of the relationship
between adult children and their parents (Saraiva & Matos, 2012). In previous studies, we have proven that
the relationship between psychological well-being and parental separation is mediated by marital
satisfaction (Chebotareva & Koroleva, 2019).

As arule, when a child becomes an adult, the quality of parent-child relationships improves. These
relationships, despite the changed patterns of interaction (Shapovalenko & Egorov, 2019), remain important
social and emotional resources for both parties (Nomaguchi, 2012). Difficulties in the relationships between
adult children and their parents can create a wide range of difficulties for both children and parents
(Bouchard, 2016). Cohabitation or separate residence of parents with adult children can affect the nature of
their relationships in different ways (Alyoshina, 2002; Aquilino & Supple, 1991). On the one hand, couples
report an increase in the quantity and quality of their time together and increased intimacy after their adult
children begin living independently, which in turn leads to increased marital satisfaction. But some couples
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report that at this stage they experience increasing boredom and loneliness in their relationship, which can
lead to divorce (Nagy & Theiss, 2013).

The marital subsystem is considered a fundamental element underlying the development and
functioning of the entire family. The marital and parental subsystems are interrelated, but the nature of this
interrelationship changes over the family life cycle. Most research examines the consequences of leaving
the parental home for young adults and parent-child relationships (Jiao & Segrin, 2021), to a lesser extent
for parents (Hall, 2023). The few studies that examine the parental experience suggest that delaying leaving
the nest may be detrimental to the well-being of the marital relationship and the parents' relationships with
their adult children (Aquilino & Supple, 1991).

2. Objectives

The aim of our study was to examine the nature of the relationship between marital relations and
the parental position of parents of adult children at different stages of the family life cycle. The main
attention was focused on the "empty nest" stage, when a radical redistribution of marital and parental
functions occurs. As comparison groups, we included spouses at the previous stage - families with older
adolescents, as well as from families with adult children who have not moved to the empty nest stage, i.e.,
with a protracted separation.

Our research hypotheses were:

1. The relationship between marital relationships and parental position is more pronounced at the
"empty nest" stage than in spouses living with adult children or older adolescents.

2. The quality of marital relations at the "empty nest" stage is associated with the nature of the
relationship with children. The less control and more acceptance parents show towards adult children, the
better their marital relations.

3. Methods

The study sample consisted of 95 people (30 men and 65 women) aged 41 to 64 years. Families
of 30 respondents were at the "empty nest" stage, living separately from their adult children aged 22 to 35
years (M = 27.8); 26 respondents lived together with children in the same age range as in the first group
(M = 26.8); 39 respondents were from families with children - older teenagers (aged 16 - 20 years,
M = 17), living together with their parents, i.e. at the stage preceding the "empty nest". All respondents
were married from 11 to 44 years, had from one to three children in the above age ranges.

The following methods were used to study marital relationships: "Communication in the Family"
by Yu.E. Aleshina et al., which allows us to assess the degree of trust in marital communication, mutual
understanding, similarity of views, semantic unity, psychotherapeuticity and ease of communication;
"Triangular scale of love" by R. Stenberg (adapted by O.A. Ekimchik), which allows us to evaluate the
relationship between the three main factors of love: emotional closeness, passion and commitment.
“Relationship assessment scale” by S. Hendrick (adapted by O.A. Sychev), which diagnoses satisfaction
with close relationships in adults, including spouses, which reflects the satisfaction of the psychological
needs of partners. To study the parental position, the questionnaire "Parental position in relation to adult
children” by R.N. Egorov, 1.V. Shapovalenko was used, which assesses the ratio of control and acceptance
patterns in parental strategies of interaction with the child.

4. The results

The results of the study, obtained from a comparative analysis of the data of the three studied
groups, showed the absence of significant differences in the spouses' assessments of their satisfaction with
marital relations, the quality of communication and the feeling of love. In all three groups, the spouses
highly assess their marital relations. They are also satisfied with the established nature of communication
in the couple, understand each other's needs well, know the interests of the partner, and can communicate
easily and naturally. In all three groups, the spouses appreciated most mutual understanding, ease and
psychotherapeutic nature of communication.

At the empty nest stage, ease of communication is rated somewhat higher than at other stages. The
group with adult children living together shows the greatest variability of indicators. The indicators of all
three components of love (closeness, passion and commitment) are also within the range of normative
values. In general, love relationships in the sample are harmonious. Apparently, such results are explained
by the fact that the sample was made up of people with a preserved marriage at mature stages of marriage,
accordingly, with more successful relationships. However, within all groups there is a large data scatter in
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relationship satisfaction and in the characteristics of love relationships. Our study was aimed at identifying
possible reasons for this variability through an analysis of the relationship between marital and parent-child
relationships.

The analysis of the parental position showed that, in general, all three groups can be attributed to
the balanced type of parental position in relation to adult children. At the empty nest stage, parents are
somewhat more accepting of the children and recognize their autonomy. Spouses with adult children, living
together with their parents, tend to exercise somewhat greater control over their children, while spouses
with teenagers have a somewhat lower level of child acceptance.

Spearman's correlation analysis between marital relations (communication, love, and satisfaction)
and parental position (acceptance and control) did not reveal statistically significant relationships in spouses
with teenagers. Apparently, at this stage, parent-child relations are determined to a greater extent by the
crisis of adolescence and are less associated with the marital relations of the parents.

In the group of spouses at the empty nest stage, noticeably more statistically significant
correlations were found than in the group of spouses - parents of teenagers. At the empty nest stage, many
characteristics of marital relations are negatively associated with the indicator of child rejection. The
strongest negative correlation between parental rejection of a child and closeness in love relationships
(r = -0.55), trusting communication (self-assessment r = -0.57 and spouse's assessment r = -0.47), and
psychotherapeutic nature of marital communication (r = -0.43) was found. Significant inverse correlations
were also found between parental rejection of a child and the overall level of relationship satisfaction
(-0.39), similarity in spouses’ views (-0.38), and such components of love as passion (-0.367) and
commitment (-0.453). In general, the ability of spouses to be in good contact with each other gives more
opportunities for their adult children to separate from their parents successfully and safe, and for parents to
trust their children more, to abandon strict expectations of them, and to focus more on their own spousal
relationships.

It is important that in this group there are no significant connections between the characteristics of
marital relations and control over the child, while in the group of spouses living together with their adult
children, on the contrary, connections between marital relations and control over the child were found, and
not a single significant connection with rejection of the child was revealed. Control over an adult child
living together with parents significantly positively correlates with mutual understanding between spouses
(r = 0.42) and trust in communication (0.38). The correlation between the degree of satisfaction with the
relationship and control showed a tendency towards significance (0.35). Perhaps, in such families, control
over the child performs the function of organizing marital communication, which, in turn, complicates the
separation of the child from the parental family and postpones the beginning of his or her independent life.

The results of the factor analysis (principal component analysis with varimax rotation) allowed us
to see the differences in the structure of the relationships between the characteristics of marital and
parent-child relationships at different stages of family relationships, and the results obtained confirm the
data of the comparative analysis. In general, in the empty nest group, there is a deeper closeness between
spouses who have restructured their relationships with each other, in contrast to spouses living together
with adult children and teenagers. These two groups are similar in that they are more focused on children.

The conducted content analysis of the parents’ ideas about the factors preserving their marriages
at different stages of the family life cycle provided additional information about what is important for
respondents in their marriages. Thus, it turned out that in different groups the importance of communication
and feelings for preserving relationships differs. Also, the respondents' answers showed that in the group
of parents, living together with their adult children, there is higher percentage of spouses who maintain
their marriage out of habit, which distinguishes them from spouses from the empty nest, where there is
more focus on partnerships, care for each other and common interests.

5. Conclusions

Thus, we can conclude that the well-being of marital relations is differently associated with the
parental position at different stages of the family life cycle.

In general, at the empty nest stage, there is a deeper closeness between the spouses, and between
the spouses, and with the children. The strategies of interaction with children are more based on mutual
understanding. That is, it can be assumed that, in general, there has been a separation and restructuring of
relationships with children and with each other. At this stage, parents are less focused on children than in
families with adult children and teenagers, and are more focused on their spousal relationships.
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In spouses living together with adult children, marital relations are not interconnected with the
level of acceptance of the child, but certain aspects of marital relations are associated with control over the
child. Perhaps this is explained by the high child-centeredness of the parents in such families and a certain
degree of triangulation of adult children, the mediation of marital relations by the performance of parental
functions.

In families with teenagers, no correlations between marital relations and parental position were
found, which may indicate a greater concentration of spouses on the parental function.

The results of the study allow us to determine the focuses of psychotherapeutic influence in
psychological assistance to families with adult children more accurately. These data allow us to optimize
work with requests regarding both marital and parent-child relationships at the empty nest stage, as well as
individual psychotherapy aimed at rethinking people's identity in their post-parental period.
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