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Abstract 

The empty nest phase is a phenomenon occurs when the child begins to run their independent 

life. Empty nest syndrome refers to feelings of loss or grief experienced by parents, mostly 

mothers since most of her time spent by parenting. A good adjustment is highly recommended 

to the parents, especially mothers in order to cope the empty-nest syndrome in a positive way. 
The aim of this research was to find the stage of the adjustment process of middle-aged women 

in empty-nest phase. This research used qualitative method with phenomenological approach. 

The population of the study was women in midlife who entering empty nest phase. By 
purposive sampling method, the writers had three families as respondents in empty nest phase. 

The data were collected using interview and observation technique, with theoretical coding 

analysis technique. By this research, the writers found five stages of the adjustment process, 
they are: negative feeling, flashback memory, get used to the empty nest, universality & 

adjustment to the empty nest. 
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1. Background of the Study 

A family is a social group characterized by common 

residence, economic cooperation and reproduction
 

(Murdock, 1965). Families grow and change over 
time in a similar and consistent way. Family and its 

members must perform a specific task both 

individuals or groups in the society at a certain time 

(Duvall & Miller, 1985).  
When parents entering the middle age period, child 

begins to leave their childhood homes and run their 

independent life known as the empty nest phase. 
(Hurlock, 1980).  

In this phase, parents are left with the empty nest 

syndrome which refers to the feelings of 
depressions, sadness or grief after the children come 

of age and leave their childhood homes (Bararah, 

2010).  

This period usually occurs in 25 to 35 years 
marriage when couples are entering their middle age 

period (Levinson, 2004). According to Bararah 

(2010), empty nest syndrome affects the life and 
health of parents because it is assumed to cause 

stress and depression. The new adjustment process 
is likely to happen when the parents are „losing‟ the 

children (Bassoff in Santrock, 2002). 
 

Women are more likely affected by this syndrome 
than men (Bararah, 2010). This is because mothers 

usually have a strong relationship with the children 

and most of their time spent by parenting. Mitchell 

& Lovegreen (2009) mentioned that women 
experience on losing motherhood role influence 

their vulnerability on empty-nest syndrome. 

Moreover, parental status gives tremendous impacts 
on psychological well-being of individual (Hansen, 

Slagsvold, & Moum, 2009).
 

In Bali, most of the people follow patrilineal kinship 
known as Kapurusa. Kapurusa is a system where 

woman has to leave the family to stay in her 

husband‟s house and have a full responsibility  

(swadharma) on the new family (Atmaja, 2009).  
In Bali, when a family has more than one child, one 

of them has to stay for the house responsibility, 

whereas others are leaving the house after marriage. 
However, there are also some families who prefer 

their children to stay in one house after marriage 
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(Atmaja, 2009). So, that is why most Balinese 

families embraced the extended family structural. 
Otherwise, according to Swarsi (in Rospita, 2016), 

there are also some couples who choose to live 

separately from the family. This is known as the 

nuclear family.  
 

Faturochman (2001) stated with the decreasing 

number of children in the family, nowadays 
Balinese are started to embrace the nuclear family 

more than extended family. The Nuclear family 

provides an opportunity for younger family 

members to have a better education (Ediastuti & 
Faturochman in Faturochman, 2001) and when the 

children of this family decide to marry or continue 

their education, parent must be ready to release his 
child from the „nest‟. On the other hand, Balinese 

kinship system and custom are relative cohesive 

thus living together with adulthood children become 
implicit norm among families in Bali. Bali also one 

of the cultures in Indonesia which adopt traditional 

view that parents caregiving is adult's children 

responsibility. 
 
 

When the child leaves home, parents will face new 

adjustments due to the absence of children, the 
decreasing of parental duties and the increasing 

spare time which is sometimes very disturbing. 

Losing the role of being a mother will be the 
beginning of the adjustment in empty nest phase. 

Adjustment is the ability to maintain the existence 

or to survive and gain prosperity both physically 

and spiritually (Kartono & Andri, 2001).  
 

Someone who has a good self-adjustment in empty 

nest phase will tend to make good preparation and 
planning to overcome it or at least reduce the 

concerns arise, so parents could be more realistic 

and objective with the situation (Hurlock, 1980).  

In handling the empty nest phase, middle-aged 
woman certainly going through many kinds of 

adjustment process in a various way. Therefore, this 

study will explain deeply about the adaptation stage 
of middle age women in empty nest phase.
 

2. Method 

Sample. The sample of this study are three middle 
age mothers in the age range of 40-60 years old who 

currently not living with her child for various 

reason; marriage, college, etc in Denpasar. The 

technique of sample selection was using the 
purposive sampling.  

 

Research Design. This research used qualitative 

method and phenomenological approach. 
  

Research Instrument. In conducting this paper, the 

writers used interview and observation technique. 

The interview was done by using some guidelines in 
order to find some aspects, such as respondent 

identity, respondent relationship with children, 

respondent opinion about the empty nest phase, the 
adjustment process of the empty nest phase, marital 

relationship, the meaning of family, social relation 

and personal desire. On the next interview, the 

guideline is determined according to the results of 
each respondent. 

The participants were interviewed twice until three 

times based on inquiries and probing questions were 
needed during the interview and observation. 

Interviews with significant others were conducted as 

a data confirmation technique.  
 

Procedure. The research was conducted between 
March until May 2017. Researcher used note-taking 
and field note to organized data. This research used 
theoretical coding technique in the process of data 
analysis which consists of three stages; open coding, 
axial coding, and selective coding (Strauss & 
Corbin, 1990) 

3. Result 

Below are each category of empty nest syndrome 
that authors get from the interviews and 
observations.  
 
The cause of empty nest syndrome are different 
living quarters, the children‟s condition, the 
difference of daily routines, loneliness, and losing 
the meaning of the family. 
 
Some of the factors that support the adjustment of 
the empty nest phase are understood the reason of 
the children leave, support of the husband, intense 
communication with the child, good relationships 
with friends and also having new activities to distract 
the feeling of loneliness in empty nest syndrome. 
However, there are also some factors that inhibit the 
adjustment of the empty nest phase such as 
fluctuating emotional changes due to menopause, the 
respondent's close feeling to the child and the 
memories of the time spent with the children. 
 
In adjusting the empty nest phase, mothers need to 
increase the intense communication with the child, 
spending time with friends and husband, having 
more religious life to balance the body and mind. 
Then, mothers who adjust the empty nest phase are 
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most likely to accept all changes in life, realizing 
husband as a living companion, and sharing 
experience with friends. 
 
By this research, the writers found five stages of 
adjustment process in empty nest phase: 
   

a. Negative Feeling 
This stage occurs the first 0 months after the child 
leaves home. The feelings experienced by the 
respondent at this stage are fear of losing the child, 
worried about the children condition, empty feeling 
and loneliness. 
Things to do at this stage were consulting the 
experts, doing activities to reduce loneliness such as 
reading or watching television and visiting the 
relatives.  
 
b. Flashback Memory 
The next stage is the flashback memory. This stage 
occurs in 6

th
 month after the children leave home. At 

this stage, the appreciation of husband and wife 
relationship will increase. Sometimes, respondent 
will have the thought of her children, which is also 
influenced by fluctuating emotions due to 
menopause.  
 
At this stage, the respondent usually doing some 
hobbies or activities with husband and also doing 
some intense communication with the children. The 
respondent who experienced empty nest syndrome 
due to children marriage will be able to adjust this 
phase in the 6

th
 month by getting along with the 

family.
 
To the respondents who are experienced empty nest 
phase due to children marital and still lived in the 
same town usually can achieve adjustment on the 
sixth months after the children offspring. The most 
important thing in this situation is to stay healthy and 
get along with the family.
 
 
c. Get used to the empty nest. 
The third stage is get used to the empty nest. This 
stage occurs in the 12

th
 month after the child leaves. 

At this stage, respondents are started to control their 
feelings toward kids. Besides, the middle age women 
at this stage also realizing that the reason the 
children leave. At this stage, respondents are more 
likely to their feelings experienced by friends or 
relatives. 
 

d. Universality 
This stage occurs in the 18

th
 month after the children 

leave. At this stage, the respondents slowly 
understand the reason for the child leaving. 
Referring to get used to the empty nest, respondents 
are starting to raise their empathy to others by 

changing their way of thinking and having more 
religious life. 
 
e. Adjustment to the empty nest phase 
The last stage occurs on the 24

th
 month when the 

respondents are finally adjusted to this syndrome. At 
this stage, the respondents are fully accepting the 
changes in their life and moving on with their life.  
 
4. Discussion and Conclusion 

Discussion.  Based on the data found in this study, 

the empty nest syndrome is caused by several 
reasons: different living quarters, the children 

condition, the difference of daily routines, 

productive husband and losing the meaning of a 

family. Regarding the previous researches, there are 
several factors which influence the degree of empty 

nest syndrome, namely the level of education, 

parents employment status, marital status of the 
parents, the age of children when leaving home, 

cultural background, demographic and relational 

process (Liang & Wu, 2014; Piper & Jackson, 2017; 
Dor & Rojas, 2016; Mitchell & Wister, 2015; 

Mitchell & Lovegreen, 2009; Hogg, Curasi, & 

Maclaran, 2004). The symptoms of empty nest 

syndrome experienced by respondents in accordance 
with the statement of Barber (1989) which is 

anxiety. According to Daradjat (1983), anxiety is a 

manifestation of emotional processes, which occur 
when the person is having frustration and conflict. 

This syndrome mostly affects the physiological 

anxiety, such as fever, indigestion, respiratory 

distress (Daradjat, 1983). Furthermore, Duan, et.al 
(2017) found that psychological distress during 

empty-nest phase is associated with progression of 

white matter lesions and cognitive impairment in 
elderly. Unlike Duan, et.al (2017), research that 

conducted by Chang, et.al (2016) found that there 

were no significant differences on general 
characteristic, lifestyles, serum parameter, ultrasonic 

cardiogram (UCG) parameters, depression, quality 

of life, and various comorbidities between empty 

nest who living alone, empty nest who loving as a 
couple, and non-empty nest.  

 

Another thing experienced by the respondents is 
feeling of emptiness due to the changing of daily 

habits. Hurlock (1980) says the changing of daily 

habits by physical and cognitive factor occurs in 
middle age women. The adjustment can only be 

done when the individual performs intense 

communication with the child. As what is stated by 

Dharmawati (2016) that one of the efforts to prevent 
the empty nest syndrome is maintaining good 
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relationships with children and grandchildren. 

Technology invention has provided devices which 
could help communication between parents and 

children (Hogg, Curasi, & Macalaran, 2004). 

  

The things done to adjust this syndrome is spending 
time with friends to reduce the feelings of loneliness 

experienced by respondents. This action is in 

accordance with research conducted by Wardani 
(2012) who stated the importance of having a 

positive relationships with others is a way to adapt 

the empty-nest phase. Positive relationships include 

resilience, fun, intimacy and love. Friends could be 
a support when facing the empty nest phase (Hogg, 

Curasi, & Maclaran, 2004). Friendship activities 

that benefit the are getting together with friends, 

sharing experiences, finding solutions to the 

problems encountered, visiting friends, 

attending important events of friends, running 

hobby, and doing physical activity (Lestari, 

2017). Tanic, Louw, & Buijzen (2017) in their 

investigation on social networking site (SNS) found 

that SNS use increased in the period when the child 

was leaving the parental home and decreased 

gradually after two years and reached a level as it 
was six months before the children leaving the 

house.  

 
Respondents said other things that helped her in the 

adjustment process is support of the husband. By 

having quality time together,  respondents are able 
to express her feeling so they are not feeling lonely 

and sad. This is accordance with the research 

conducted by Rahmah (2006) where husband has an 
important role in wife's life. Nagy & Theiss (2013) 

there were several changes in couple relationship in 

empty nest phase. The changes including increased 
couple time, increased communication, decreased 

structure, increased freedom, and increased privacy. 

Conflict style applied by couple also give impacts 

on couple adjustment during empty nest phase 
(King & Theiss, 2016).  

 

These actions are influenced by several inhibiting 
factors of adjustment process such as fluctuating 

emotional changes due to menopause and close 

feeling to the child. Hurlock (1980) says women 
experience personality changes during menopause 

such as depression, irritable and self-critical. 

 

Besides the inhibiting factors, there are also some 
factors that help the middle age woman in facing the 

empty nest phase, such as the awareness of the child 

leaving. According to Hurlock (1980), individual 

with good adjustment has a realistic and objective 

learning process, past experience and are most 
likely to appreciate the situations and problems. 

Next factor that helps the adjustment process is the 

emotional support by the husband to pass through 

the empty nest phase. According to Akmalah (2014) 
research, emotional support from husband is helping 

the individual to adapt easily. Another factor that 

helps the respondent in adjusting to the empty nest 
phase is the focus of respondent. Duvall & Miller 

(1985) states working mothers are mostly getting 

more satisfaction by the recognization as someone 

competent on her job. Success depends on how well 
mothers allocate their time and energy she gives in 

her work and other responsibilities.
 
 

Based on the factors mentioned above, it can be 
seen that the actions done by the respondents in 

handling the empty nest phase are influenced by 

several factors; the factors that inhibit the process of 
adjustments such as the fluctuating emotions due to 

menopause and the respondents' close feeling to the 

child.
 
 

Some factors that support the process of self-

adjustment; understanding the reason for the child 

leaving, emotional support from husband, intense 
communication with children, good relationships 

with friends, the environment and work.
 

 
This study has some weaknesses because some data 

are not detail listed where writers may be missed 

some non-verbal information that may be important 

for this study.
 
 

Besides, the writers also find some difficulties in 

finding the appropriate respondents because most 
Balinese are still embracing the extended family 

system. 

 
Conclusion. Based on the results and discussions 

described in this study, it can be concluded that 

there are five stages of the adjustment process in 

empty nest phase, such as negative feeling, 
flashback memory, get used to the empty nest, 

universality and adjusted to the empty nest phase. In 

every stage, the respondents will face different 
experience in order to adjust the empty nest 

syndrome.  

 
The feeling of loneliness and worries experienced 

by the respondents in this syndrome will turn into a 

feeling of acceptance of the children leave. Such 

changes may occur due to intense communication 
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with children, having new activities with friends, 

relatives and husband also living more religious way 
of life. 

 

The actions taken by respondents in adjustment 

process are divided into two: the factors that inhibit 
the personal process and the factors that help the 

personal process. Factors that inhibit the adjustment 

process are fluctuating emotion due to menopause 
and the memories of togetherness with the children 

There are some ways to deal with empty nest 

syndrome; understanding the reason for the child 

leaving, emotional support from husband, intense 
communication with children, good relationships 

with friends, the environment and work. 

The study needs further investigation in order to 
collect social demographic and culture dimensions 

which related to adjustment process in empty-nest 

phase and investigate how the process implied 
among fathers as well as mothers.  
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