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Whether the empty-nest experience has positive or negative consequences for
women’s well-being at midlife may depend on their historical cohort mem-
bership and employment status. In this study, it was posited that the empty
nest was likely to be a negative experience among the particular cohort of
women (Cohort II) who reached adulthood during the period of strong so-
cietal emphasis on women’s maternal role known as the feminine mystigue,
would be experienced positively among the earlier cohort (Cohort I) who as
young adults were encouraged to enter the labor force during World War
1. Analyses of covariance tested the relationships among empty-nest status,
cohort membership, and employment status, and three measures of psycho-
logical well-being, adjusted for age, education, and marital status. The results
of this study show that cohort and employment each have important indepen-
dent associations with women's well-being at midlife, but that the experience
of the empty nest depends on these two factors, especially cohort experiences.

Enormous changes have taken place in the roles of women in the past centu-
ry. Attitudinal norms about paid employment have reversed several times,
women’s employment-related legal rights have advanced, stalled, and ad-
vanced once again, and economic pressures have alternatively pushed wom-
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en into the labor force and then ushered them out again (Deckard, 1975;
Fox & Hesse-Biber, 1984). Similarly, the societal importance attached to the
maternal role has fluctuated through different historical periods (Chafe,
1972).

Women’s well-being at midlife is thought to be largely tied to these so-
cial roles. For example, the empty-nest hypothesis centers on the importance
of the maternal role to women’s well-being. According to proponents of this
hypothesis, the departure of the last child from home at midlife may result
in depression, identity crisis, and deteriorating physical and psychological
well-being (Bart, 1971; Phillips, 1957). The evidence for such an empty-nest
syndrome, however, is mixed. Although occasionally revealed in clinical sam-
ples (Bart, 1971; Curlee, 1969), in other studies women in the empty-nest
stage were found to have unchanging or even elevated well-being compared
to women in previous stages (Axelson, 1960; Campbell, 1975; Deutscher,
1964; Lowenthal & Chiriboga, 1972; Rollins & Feldman, 1970). Borland
(1982) concluded from her review of this literature that “the majority of the
studies have found little support for the widespread existence of the empty-
nest syndrome” (p. 119).

Whether the empty nest is experienced as positive or negative may de-
pend partly on historical cohort experiences (Bernard, 1975; Borland, 1982).
According to Borland, “The changing roles of women over time have not
been considered as a control variable in predicting the occurrence of the
empty-nest syndrome. Yet each generation of women has lived with a different
ideology of what constitutes appropriate women’s roles” (p. 119). Borland
proposed that the empty-nest syndrome is particular to the cohort of white
women born in the 1920s and 1930s, and that neither the earlier generation
(born around 1900 to 1920) nor the succeeding one (born from the 1940s
to 1960s) experienced the same strong socialization of familistic norms linked
to a negative empty-nest experience. Bernard (1975), on the other hand, ar-
gues that empty-nest syndrome is primarily a phenomenon of the cohort of wom-
en born around 1900, and that later cohorts were more likely to anticipate
and plan for a positive empty-nest period.

A second factor that may moderate the experience of the empty-nest
period is whether a woman engages in paid employment. Some developmen-
tal perspectives emphasize the importance of work roles in women’s well-
being at midlife. The “crossover hypothesis” contends that women who fo-
cus on their nurturant needs early in adulthood through active involvement
in motherhood by midlife may be motivated to satisfy their as yet unmet achieve-
ment needs (Guttman, 1975; Neugarten, 1968; Rossi, 1980), often through paid
employment. The increasing evidence that women who are employed at mid-
life have higher mental and physical well-being than full-time homemakers
(Coleman & Antonucci, 1983; Faver, 1984; Powell, 1977; Rubin, 1979; Ver-
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Fig. 1. Historical experiences of two cohorts of midlife women.

brugge & Madans, 1985), particularly if combined with other roles (Baruch
& Barnett, 1986; Verbrugge & Madans, 1985) favors this hypothesis.

Cohort membership and employment status may also interact to in-
fluence the empty-nest experience. Williams (1977), for example, proposed
that midlife distress at maternal role loss is most likely among women who
are homemakers and who were socialized to be overinvolved in their chil-
dren (a description that matches Borland’s description of the historical co-
hort she contended is prone to empty-nest syndrome).

In this paper we examine the relationship of empty-nest status, cohort
membership, and employment status to well-being in midlife women. Using
this approach we can explore the empty-nest experience as it interacts with
historical cohort and employment. We begin by outlining the historical ex-
periences of our two midlife cohorts of women, the first born from 1898 to 1917
and the second born 1917 to 1936. The shifting emphases on women’s roles
in the home and employment spheres in the childhood, early adulthood, and
late adulthood periods of each cohort are considered (see Fig. 1).

Cohort I

By the early 1900s, the “cult of true womanhood,” a cultural norm en-
dorsing marriage and maternity, was in full bloom (Fox & Hesse-Biber, 1984).
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Employment was common only among young unmarried women (in 1900,
half of employed women were under 25 and three-quarters were single; Na-
tional Manpower Council, 1957), minority women, and recent female im-
migrants (Fox & Hesse-Biber, 1984). World War I (1914-1918) did not result
in substantial increases in the number of women employed, but it did tem-
porarily result in an expansion of occupations open to women (from ser-
vant, laundress, and dressmaking occupations to clerk, typist, and operative
jobs; Deckard, 1975; Fox & Hesse-Biber, 1984). After World War I, many
women were forced back into low-paying, unskilled occupations once again
(Fox & Hesse-Biber, 1984).

The biggest historical influences on the early adult lives of those Co-
hort I women were the occurrence of the Great Depression (1929-1944) and
the U.S. entry into World War II. Normative pressures against married wom-
en working for pay continued during the Depression, yet economic difficul-
ties forced many to seek paid employment (Scharf, 1980). The jobs available
to these workers were often marginal, part time, and poorly paid (Fox &
Hesse-Biber, 1984). World War II (1939-1945) brought enormous changes
for women, both in numbers employed and the range of occupations availa-
ble (Fox & Hesse-Biber, 1984). Societal norms underwent a dramatic shift
(Cantril, 1951; Chafe, 1972), portraying women’s participation in the labor
force as a matter of patriotic duty (Chafe, 1972; Trey, 1972). The largest
increases in labor force participation were among married women (Ander-
son, 1981); the proportions of married women employed increased from 15%
in 1940 to 24% by 1950. The proportion of all women employed jumped
from around 23% in 1930 to 29% in 1940, reaching almost 40% by the end
of World War 1I (U.S. Department of Labor, 1979). Cohort I women were
therefore quite likely to work for pay during their early adulthood and were
encouraged to do so.

The end of the war coincided with the beginning of the midlife period
for Cohort I. Much of this period was characterized by a norm later labeled
“the feminine mystique” by Betty Friedan (1963). In order to induce women
to abandon their wartime jobs to returning soliders, a strong familistic ideol-
ogy for women was cultivated (Chafe, 1972; Deckard, 1975; Fox & Hesse-
Biber, 1984). Younger women were heavily influenced by this mystique, but
midlife women such as those in Cohort 1 were less swayed; in one survey,
3 out of 4 women who had taken a job during the war wanted to continue
working, with the proportion of employed women over age 45 who said they
were interested in a permanent job reaching 80% (Chafe, 1972).

Despite the strong pressures to quit the paid labor force, there were steady
increases in the proportion of women employed (after the initial sharp decline
from 38 to 31% following World War 11, participation climbed to 36% by
1957; U.S. Department of Labor, 1979). Oppenheimer (1970) argues that
at the same time many women were pushed out of the lucrative male labor
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market, there was a steadily increasing demand in the female labor market.
Since there were not enough young women to take these jobs, older women
filled the demand. The largest increases of women into the labor force were
among older married women —the midlife women in this cohort. The num-
ber of 35-44-year-old women in the labor force increased by 51% from 1940
to 1950, and that of 45-54-year-olds rose 77% (Chafe, 1972), although their
proportion in the population increased by only 17% during these years. By
1950, half of the employed women were over 40 years of age (National Man-
power Council, 1957).

In sum, our first midlife cohort was one in which women were initially
expected to work until marriage and to withdraw from the labor force there-
after. However, the combined forces of the Depression and World War 11
caused many women to work even after marriage. During their later adult-
hood, strong societal pressures to abandon the paid labor force were largely
unsuccessful among this cohort, and they continued to work for pay in stead-
ily increasing numbers. Bernard (1975) argued that this was the cohort of
women especially likely to experience the empty-nest syndrome at midlife,
while Borland (1982) contended the opposite. Given the young adulthood
experiences of this cohort of women in work outside the home, Borland’s
position appears more plausible.

Cohort I

The childhood experiences of Cohort II women coincided with the ear-
ly adulthood of Cohort I. The major events related to their socialization for
work roles were the Depression and World War I1. Their Cohort I mothers,
although likely to have worked before marriage and when children were older,
were liable to have done so out of financial necessity during the Depression
(Scharf, 1980). The childhood norms surrounding Cohort I women were
therefore likely to include some role models of employed women combined
with the assumption that this work was motived primarily from necessity
rather than choice.

The feminine mystique was the dominant ideology for women’s roles
during the early adulthood of Cohort II women. These young women ad-
hered closely to this ideology, setting records for proportions marrying, early
age at marriage, and birth rates (Borland, 1982). Given their almost immediate
entry into marriage and parenthood after high school, they were unlikely to
have any extensive experience in paid employment. In contrast to the older
cohort of women, the proportions of employed women aged 18-24 actually
dropped by 8% from 1940 to 1950 (Chafe, 1972).

Glimmerings of the feminist movement appeared as Cohort II midlife
women entered the midlife period. The AFL-CIO endorsed equal pay for
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women in the late 1950s, and steady legislative advances for employed wom-
en occurred in the early 1960s: the Equal Pay Act was passed in 1963, and
Title VII, which outlawed discrimination against women in hiring, was enact-
ed in 1964 (Chafe, 1972). Ideological changes accompanied these accomplish-
ments, heralded by Friedman’s 1963 publication of The Feminine Mystique.
Housework began to be defined as exploitative, demanding, and undervalued
(Deckard, 1975; Glazer, 1977; Oakley, 1974). Women’s participation in the
labor force grew from 33% in 1950, to 37% in 1960, to over 40% by 1976
(U.S. Department of Labor, 1979). Yet these increases were due not to an
influx of Cohort II women, but of their daughters —even the young mar-
ried mothers among them (Fox & Hesse-Biber, 1984). Cohort IT women who
did enter the labor force at this time were likely to find themselves limited
in their employment options by lack of experience, outdated education, and
competition for jobs from skilled younger women (Borland, 1982; Giele,
1982). These women were often pushed into the labor force by the “life-cycle
squeeze” —the period of increased family expenses as children pass through
adolescence (Gove, Grimm, Motz, & Thompson, 1973; Oppenheimer,
1974) —or by the increasingly common experience of divorce and widowhood
at midlife (Gove et al., 1973; Oppenheimer, 1974).

Cohort II women, in sum, had active role models of employed women
during their early lives. But the norms surrounding their early adulthood were
strong familistic ones, and most women in this cohort married and started
families early. They were not likely to work for pay during early adulthood,
and those who were employed later in life were faced with employment op-
tions that were incommensurate with their expectations and at odds with their
socialization. Because of their heavy early investment in family roles, this
cohort of women was proposed to experience the empty-nest period most
negatively by Borland (1982).

Summary and Hypotheses

The empirical literature on the empty nest is contradictory, although
in nonclinical samples there appears little evidence of the existence of the
empty-nest syndrome. Part of the confusion in this literature may be due
to the failure to consider historical cohort differences in the emphasis placed
on women’s family roles. Theoretical analyses have broached this possibili-
ty, but to our knowledge no empirical investigation of cohort differences
in the empty-nest experience have been undertaken. Furthermore, because
the employment role may be an important alternative source of self-definition
and well-being at midlife but may be experienced differently in different co-
horts of women, it is important to examine its relation with the empty nest
in each cohort. In this paper, therefore, the psychological well-being of empty-
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nest women of different historical cohorts and employment statuses is ex-
amined.

The first hypothesized interaction is between cohort membership and
empty-nest status. Our Cohort I, born around the turn of the century, ex-
perienced during young adulthood the historical forces of World War II in
which the employment of women was highly encouraged (and, by default,
their maternal role deemphasized). In contrast, the young women of Cohort
II, born about the 1920s, faced strong societal emphasis on maternal involve-
ment and active discouragement from seeking employment during the peri-
od of the feminine mystique following the war. In accord with Borland’s
(1982) argument, therefore, we anticipated lower well-being among empty-
nest than non-empty-nest women in the highly family-invested women of Co-
hort II and the reverse pattern in Cohort I.

Second, an interaction between empty-nest status and employment sta-
tus was hypothesized. Since paid employment may cushion the effects of
changes in the maternal role, we predicted higher well-being among employed
empty-nest women than in those not employed, and a similar but smaller
difference in well-being by employment among non-empty-nest women.

A third hypothesized interaction was of empty-nest status with both
cohort and employment. We speculated that empty-nest Cohort I1 homemak-
ers would have the lowest well-being of any group because they no longer
have an active maternal role, for which they were strongly socialized, and
do not have the employment role as a possible substitute.

Although our interest here is primarily in these three interactions, four
subsidiary hypotheses can also be tested. First, because Veroff, Douvan, &
Kulka (1981) found lower well-being among Cohort II than Cohort I men
and women aged 21 and over, we anticipated a parallel main effect of co-
hort among our midlife sample. Second, the commonly observed relation-
ship between employment and well-being at midlife led to the hypothesis that
employed midlife women in the two cohorts combined would have generally
higher well-being than full-time homemakers. Because of the mixed but gener-
ally nonsignificant findings of the empty-nest syndrome, we did not hypothe-
size a main effect of empty-nest status. Finally, although not central to our
interest in the empty-nest syndrome, we expected that if employment and
cohort interact, employed women would have higher well-being than those
not employed in Cohort 1. Because Cohort II women had little experience
with or socialization to participate in the labor force, however, in this co-
hort we might expect smaller differences in the same direction between em-
ployed and nonemployed women, or possibly a difference in the reverse
direction.

Additionally, we note that age, education, and marital status may be
confounded with other variables in our sample, and were therefore included
as controls in the analyses. Based on previous analyses with these data (Gu-
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rin, Veroff, & Feld, 1963; Veroff et al., 1981), we expected a positive rela-
tionship between education and well-being, a negative association between
age and well-being, and higher well-being among married than unmarried
women at midlife.

METHOD

Data

The data were taken from two cross-sectional nationwide surveys con-
ducted by the Survey Research Center at the University of Michigan. In the
1957 survey, 2460 adults over age 21 were sampled using area-sampling prob-
ability methods (see Gurin et al., 1960). A comparable sample of 2264 adults
was drawn using the same methods for the 1976 survey (Veroff et al., 1981).
In both surveys, respondents were interviewed face to face on topics includ-
ing role experiences, well-being, and demographic factors.

For the present study, the sample was limited to midlife mothers aged
40-59. There were 374 women in this age range in the 1957 survey and 312
midlife mothers from the 1976 data set.

Variables

Predictors. The three predictor variables included were empty-nest sta-
tus, cohort membership, and employment status. The empty-nest variable
was created from a family-stage variable; women who were mothers but no
longer had any children at home were coded “empty nest,” and those who
still had at least one child under 17 at home were coded “not empty nest.”
Because information on time elapsed since the last child left home was not
available in the data set, the duration of the empty-nest period could not
be determined. Cohort membership was determined by year of survey: 1957
respondents comprised Cohort I and Cohort II contained 1976 respondents.
A woman was categorized as “employed” if working outside the home for
pay part time or full time, and as “homemaker” is a full-time homemaker.

Covariates. The three covariates included were age, education, and mar-
ital status. Age was coded ordinally as 40 (40-44), 45 (45-49), 50 (50-54)
and 55 (55-59). Education was coded 0 (rno schooling), 1 {I-6 years of school)
2 (7-8 years), 3 (9-11 years), 4 (9-11 years plus some other schooling), S
(12 years— high school graduate), 6 (12 years plus some other schooling),
7 (some college), 8 (college degree). Marital status was coded as either mar-
ried or not married (including the divorced, widowed, and never married).
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Well-Being. Three well-being measures identical in both data sets were
selected as dependent variables. The indices were derived in an orthogonal
factor analysis by Veroff et al. (1981) on a checklist of 20 symptoms adapt-
ed from the Stirling County (MacMillan, 1957) and Midtown (Srole et al., 1962)
studies. Veroff et al. (1981) argue that the three resulting factors (psycho-
logical anxiety, immobilization, physical health) reflect three diverse but in-
terrelated ways people express their feelings of distress; we therefore preserved
the distinctions among these three indices while acknowledging their inter-
correlation.

The first index, psychological anxiety, contained five items inquiring
about frequency of nervousness, headache, ioss of appetite, upset stomach,
and trouble sleeping. Each item was coded 1 (never), 2 (not very often), 3
(pretty often), and 4 (nearly all the time). The resulting summary scores could
range from 5 (Jow anxiety) to 20 (high anxiety), and the index had internal
reliability of .71 (Cronbach alpha).

Seven items were selected to comprise the immobility index. They
assessed frequency of difficulty getting up in the morning, feelings of
dizziness, experience of nightmares, loss of weight when worried, trembling
hands, sweating hands, and inability to get going. Frequency of difficulty
getting up was coded on the same scale as above. The remaining items were
coded 1 (never), 2 (hardly ever), 3 (sometimes), and 4 (many times). Scores
were summed for a possible range of 8-28 (low to high immobilization). In-
ternal reliability {(Cronbach alpha) was .63.

Finally, physical health contained six items. Frequency of shortness of
breath, of heart beating hard, and of ill health affecting work were scored
1 (many times), 2 (sometimes), 3 (hardly ever), and 4 (never). Questions about
presence of any health problem, presence of pains and ailments, and about
not being healthy enough to do things were coded 2 [yes (unhealthy)] and
4 [no (healthy)]. Summed scores could range from 8 to 24 (low to high health),
with a Cronbach alpha of .77.

Sample Description

The proportions of each of the two cohorts in the empty-nest stage and
in the employment and marital roles are presented in Table I. About one-
third of each cohort of midlife women were in the empty-nest group. In 1957,
less than 40% of the women were employed for pay, but by 1976, this propor-
tion had surpassed the one-half mark, a significant increase. Approximately
three-fourths of the women in each cohort were married.

Mean levels of the remaining variables for the two cohorts also appear
in Table I. Women in 1976 were significantly older by approximately one
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Table 1. Sample Descriptions for Cohorts I and II*

Cohort 1 Cohort [I
(born 1898-1917) (born 1917-1936)
% Yes % Yes x?
Empty nest 35.8 333 47
Employed 38.5 55.9 20.74¢
Married 77.5 74.9 .65
Mean® Mean® !
Age 46.32 4735 2.42°
(5.47) (5.62)
Education 3.92 4.94 6.47¢
(2.15) (1.91)
Anxiety 9.36 9.75 2.10°
(2.60) @2.27)
Immobilization 11.76 12.13 1.35
(3.59) (3.45)
Health 21.11 20.95 .56
(3.73) (3.38)

“Cohort I N = 374; Cohort IT N = 315.
*Standard deviations are in parentheses.
‘p < .05.

Ip < .01.

year and were more highly educated. The 1957 cohort was lower in anxiety;

they also had better health and lower immobilization, but these differences
were not significant.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA). The model
tested was a 2 (cohort membership) X 2 (empty-nest status) X 2 (employ-
ment status) factorial design with three dependent variables (anxiety, im-
mobilization, and health). Age, education, and marital status were included
in the model as covariates. The analysis therefore tests for differences in mean
levels of anxiety, immobilization, and health by empty-nest, cohort, and em-
ployment status after adjusting for the effect of age, education, and marital

status. The intercorrelations among the variables included in the analysis ap-
pear in Table II.

RESULTS

The results of the ANCOVAs are presented in Table III; cell means
adjusted for age, education, and marital status appear in Table IV.
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Table II. Correlations Among Predictors, Covariates, and Dependent Variables®

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
1. Empty nest —
2. Cohort —.03 —
3. Employment .04 B
4. Age 508 .09® —.0t —
5. Education -.03 244 5% —.04 —
6. Marital status -.07 —.03 —.35° —.12¢ .02 —
7. Anxiety .02 088 —08 06 —.10° —.06 —
8. Immobilization —.06 05 —.10° —06 -—.09° —.01 562 —
9. Health —.02 —-.02 8% —.14b .18 01 —.51F — .54
N = 684.
bp < .05

The relationship in which we were primarily interested was the interac-
tion between cohort membership and empty-nest status. These two factors
do significantly interact for immobilization (see Fig. 2). It was expected that
empty-nest Cohort II women would have the lowest well-being of all four
groups, a prediction supported by the data. However, what was not antici-
pated was the very high level of well-being for empty-nest women of Cohort
1. These results suggest that, compared to non-empty-nest women, whose
well-being is equal in the two cohorts, the empty-nest stage is a positive ex-
perience for Cohort I women and a negative experience for women in Co-
hort II.

We also hypothesized an employment-empty-nest interaction, but
empty-nest homemakers do not significantly differ in well-being from the
empty-nest employed or non-empty-nest women.

Table III. ANCOVA for Well-Being by Empty Nest, Cohort, and Employment
(Controlling for Age, Education, and Marital Status)®

Immobiliza-

Anxiety tion Health

daf F df F df F
Empty nest 1 .00 1 .23 1 .95
Cohort 1 6.08° 1 4.27° 1 1.19
Employment 1 6.80° 1 9.51° 1 19.28°
Employment x Cohort 1 .44 1 .35 1 .19
Employment x Nest 1 .75 1 .02 1 1.37
Cohort x Nest 1 .01 I 4.54° 1 17
Employment x Cohort x Nest 1.7 1 248 1 .01
Regression 3 3 3
Error 675 674 675
2N = 685.
bp = .11

p < .05.
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Table IV. Mean Levels of Well-Being by Empty-Nest, Cohort, and Employ-
ment Status (Adjusted for Age, Education, and Marital Status)

Cohort [ Cohort I1
(born 1898-1917) (born 1917-1936)
Empty nest Empty nest
Employed Homemaker Employed Homemaker
Anxiety 11.40 13.28 12.32 13.75
Immobilization 10.30 11.87 12.54 12.68
Health 23.33 22.31 22.37 22.00
N 59 73 57 46
Not empty nest Not empty nest
Employed Homemaker Employed Homemaker
Anxiety 12.34 13.37 12.78 13.81
Immobilization 11.53 12.15 11.63 12.64
Health 22.92 22.51 22.39 21.99
N 85 154 117 91

A three-way interaction in which Cohort II empty-nest homemakers
were expected to have particularly low well-being, compared to women with
other combinations of these factors, is not statistically significant. There is
a trend at marginal significance, however, for immobilization. This interest-
ing pattern (see Fig. 3) suggests that in Cohort I, empty-nest women have
higher well-being (lower immobilization scores) than non-empty nest women,
but particularly if employed (employment has little effect among non-empty-
nest women of this cohort). In contrast, in Cohort II, non-empty-nest wom-
en have higher well-being, especially if employed, but well-being does not
differ by employment status for the empty-nest women (who have overall

13.0

2.8 emplty-nest
Immobliization 12.0 not empty

1.5

11.0

Cohort | Cohort 11

Fig. 2. Mean levels of immobilization by cohort and empty-nest sta-
tus (adjusted for age, education, and marital status).
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cohort lI-empty
————e—z cohort 1l'not empty
12.5
cohort I-not empty
120 cohort |-empty
Immobllization
11.51
11.0
10.59
10.0

Empl. Hmkr.

Fig. 3. Mean levels of immobilization by cohort, empty-nest and em-
ployment status (adjusted for age, education, and marital status).

higher immobilization in this cohort). The hypothesis that Cohort Il empty-
nest homemakers would have the most distress of all groups was not sup-
ported; although they did have the highest adjusted mean levels of immobili-
zation, the planned contrast was only marginally significant [F(1,2.42), p
= .12].

Four subsidiary hypotheses were also tested. First, no evidence is found
for a main effect of empty-nest status. Midlife women in the empty-nest stage
do not have significantly different well-being than women with children at
home.

The main effect of cohort shows, as expected, that midlife women in
Cohort II have lower well-being than women in Cohort I (on two of the three
dependent variables; there was no cohort difference in health). These cohort
differences therefore parallel those reported by Veroff et al. (1981) for the
entire adult sample.

The anticipated main effect of employment is also significant. Employed
midlife women have higher well-being than full-time homemakers on all three
dependent variables.

Finally, employment status does not interact with cohort membership.
Our hypothesis was that women with a “match” between work status and
the ideology about women’s roles at time of measurement would have great-
er well-being than women with a “mismatch,” but as suggested by the main
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effects, midlife women benefit from employment regardless of their cohort
membership and women of the earlier cohort have higher well-being regard-
less of their employment status.

DISCUSSION

Past research and theory has suggested that women’s well-being at mid-
life may be influenced by empty-nest status, but that any association may
depend on cohort membership and employment status. The results of this
study show that cohort and employment have important effects on well-being
by themselves, whereas empty-nest status has no main effect but interacts
with these two factors, especially cohort membership, in its association with
well-being.

As expected, there was an overall effect of cohort membership on wom-
en’s well-being at midlife. Women from Cohort I, surveyed in 1957, had sig-
nificantly higher well-being than women from Cohort II. Veroff et al. (1981)
found the same change in well-being from 1957 to 1976 in the full sample
of adults over 21. One explanation is that the American culture as a whole
experienced a change in psychological orientation across the 20 years between
the two surveys. Because of the greater societal emphasis on introspection
and well-being, respondents in Cohort II might have been both more aware
of and more willing to report signs of psychological distress in their lives.
Interestingly, this cohort difference appeared on the two more psychologi-
cal indices of well-being (anxiety and immobilization), but there was no differ-
ence in reported physical health symptoms.

One of the major developmental hypotheses with implications for well-
being at midlife is the notion of the crossover effect. For women of the gener-
ations included in this study, a shift was often likely to have occurred in which
achievement needs, unattended during the nurturant years of young adult-
hood, became dominant by midlife and the ending of child-rearing respon-
sibilities. Increasing evidence has shown that women involved in
achievement-oriented activities at midlife, in particular, paid employment,
have higher well-being than full-time homemakers. The results of this study
add to that pool of evidence: employed midlife women had lower anxiety
and immobilization and better health than full-time homemakers. Particu-
larly interesting is that the positive relationship between paid employment
and well-being did not differ between the two cohorts: women employed in
1957, in the midst of the feminine mystique, benefited from this role as much
as women employed during the women’s liberation period of 1976.

Previous examinations of the empty-nest syndrome have been incon-
sistent in their results. Occasional negative consequences were reported —
and occasional positive ones —but in general there appeared little convinc-
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ing evidence that the empty nest has much effect on women’s well-being at
midlife. Indeed, we found no main effect of empty-nest status on well-being
in this study. Borland (1982), however, proposed that if the empty-nest syn-
drome ever occurs, it is most likely to be found among the unique cohort
(corresponding to our Cohort II) of women whose young adulthood coin-
cided with the motherhood-oriented period following World War II; Ber-
nard (1975) expected the syndrome in an earlier cohort (similar to our Cohort
I). In this study, the significant interaction found between empty nest and
cohort substantiated Borland’s hypothesis. Non-empty-nest women (mothers
with children still at home) in the two cohorts did not differ in well-being.
Empty-nest women in Cohort II, young adults during the feminine mystique,
showed the highest degree of immobilization at midlife. In contrast, Cohort
I women, whose young adulthoods coincided with World War II, experienced
the empty-nest stage as a positive phenomenon; they had the lowest immobili-
zation of any group of midlife women in the study.

Contrary to expectations, involvement in paid employment did noth-
ing to ameliorate the negative experience of the empty nest among Cohort
II women. Immobilization, however, was marginally lower among the non-
empty-nest women of this cohort if employed (and was uniformly high among
the empty-nest women). In Cohort I, on the other hand, employment made
the most difference among empty-nest women (immobilization was lower
for the employed) and made somewhat less difference among the non-empty-
nest women.

The interacting effect of empty nest and cohort on well-being has several
implications. For example, it may be possible to explain the somewhat contradic-
tory results of previous research on the empty-nest syndrome by determining the
historical cohort of the women included in the samples. Perhaps samples showing
a positive experience of the empty nest overlapped with our Cohort I, whereas
women with distressed empty-nest experiences were historical peers of Cohort
II women.

We have assumed that one of the reasons our two cohorts differed in
their experience of the empty nest was the difference in how heavily involve-
ment in the maternal role was emphasized during young adulthood. Of course,
within any one cohort of women there is likely to be a wide range of individual
exposure and adherence to this cultural ideology. As a further extension of
the present study, women from traditional vs. nontraditional family back-
grounds within the same cohort could be compared in their experience of
the empty nest. We would expect, for example, that even within our cohort
of women who matured during the feminine mystique, those who more com-
pletely adopted its ideology would experience more distress during the emp-
ty nest than women who deviated from this ideological norm.

In addition, it would be informative to replicate this study in different
samples of women and with outcomes measuring different facets of well-
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being. Borland (1982) proposed that not only is the empty-nest syndrome
unique to a particular historical cohort of women, it may be unique to white
women with that cohort. She argued that the empty-nest syndrome may not
occur, for example, among women who are black or Mexican-American.
In addition, we were limited in our selection of well-being constructs to those
that were assessed in both the 1957 and 1976 surveys. The validity of our
results could be extended by replication using other outcome measures, such
as depression, self-esteem, and so on.

A final prediction that could be made based on the results of this study
is what the experience of the empty nest will be like for the women of Co-
hort III —women whose young adulthood coincided with the feminist move-
ment of the 1960s and 1970s, and who are now in the midst of midlife. The
young adulthood ideology about women’s roles for this cohort had more in
common with that of Cohort [ —their grandmothers —than of Cohort II. But
Cohort III women are unlikely to experience an ideological backlash against
women’s employment during their midlife experience, as did the women of
Cohort I. In addition, more of the current cohort of midlife women have
experienced uninterrupted labor force participation, in contrast to the M-
shaped pattern of earlier cohorts (Shank, 1988), meaning potentially better
job conditions and higher pay for these women. We would therefore expect
that the empty-nest experience for the upcoming cohort of midlife women
will be as positive an experience as it was for midlife women in 1957 —if not
more so.
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