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Abstract

Evidence in recent years has shown that the transition to the empty nest undergoes a dramatic change in the
family dynamic pattern. This research aimed to investigate the lived experiences of elderly individuals in
relation to the empty nest phenomenon. A combined methodological approach was utilized for this qualitative
study, employing a phenomenological method. Participants were purposefully selected using a targeted
sampling method until theoretical saturation was reached. Ultimately, 17 elderly individuals residing in empty
nests were chosen to undergo in-depth interviews. The obtained data were analyzed using descriptive
phenomenological analysis. The empirical exploration of participants' experiences in confronting an empty nest
led to the identification of eight main themes and 25 sub-themes: 1) Sobriety and adaptation (self-reflection and
reliance on personal capabilities), 2) Self-care (engaging in pleasurable and health-promoting activities,
receiving psychological services, and engaging in mindfulness exercises), 3) Attitudinal changes (revising
perspectives on separation from children and nurturing hope for future reunions), 4) Emotional regulation
strategies (accepting emotions related to separation, reevaluating memories, journaling thoughts and feelings,
avoiding cognitive rumination, and learning from peer experiences), 5) Strengthening social bonds
(determination to improve communication, perception of network support, utilizing support from family and
parents, participating in collective activities, and maintaining connections and obtaining information about
children), 6) Purposeful growth experience (resuming scholarly and cultural activities, reinterpreting life's
meaning, and enhancing resilience and adaptability), 7) Focusing on self-fulfillment (prioritizing happiness and
satisfaction for their children and assisting individuals with similar issues), and 8) Enhancing spiritual
connections and engaging in religious activities (expressing gratitude, relying on faith, and participating in
religious and spiritual activities). In conclusion, participants' experiences demonstrated their journey towards
adaptation and the identified pathways to navigate the challenges associated with the empty nest transition
resulting from their children's departure. These pathways ultimately led them to accept and resolve the crisis.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Population aging and the empty nest syndrome can be compared to a silent revolution that affects all aspects of
society, such as the relationship between family members, government policies, and organizations that provide
services to the elderly (Bouchard et al., 2018). The results of the study by Bouchard et al. (2018) showed that the
empty nest syndrome is the persistent and pervasive feeling of loneliness and depression of parents in response to
their children’s separation from home. When the empty nest syndrome occurs, it threatens the elderly’s quality of
life and psychological stability (Yang & Liu, 2017). This phenomenon generally causes feelings such as stress,
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discomfort, a sense of loss, emotional distress, frustration, anxiety, and finally identity crisis (Bongyoga &
Risnawaty, 2021). Although this condition is not a clinical diagnosis, parents may have a difficult time, especially
those who have been actively involved in the child’s upbringing and development (Papalia & Martorell, 2021). In
the empty nest syndrome, parents may generally experience emotions and conditions when facing the separation
of their adult children, and these experiences can lead to a change in the emotional conditions of the parents who
have become alone (Davis et al., 2018).

Darmayanthi & Lestari (2017) also believed that parents who have good adjustment in the empty nest stage, tend
to prepare and plan well to overcome it or at least reduce worries and can be more realistic and objective about
this situation.

Most of the existing research in Iran about the empty nest syndrome has been mainly conducted with a
guantitative approach, mostly focused on the use of different treatments to increase or decrease one of the
symptoms of this syndrome or its consequences (Khaledian and Sohrabi, 2014; Tahan et al., 2017; Iman and
Aghamiri, 2012; Ebrahimigieh Qashlag et al., 2018; Fatourehchi et al., 2018) and there is no specific
research on compatibility with this situation. However, according to the available statistics and research, the
elderly population of Iran is increasing, and on the other hand, the rate of having children in Iran is facing a
sharp decline. In the not-so-near future, we will see a large population of elderly people who may, due to the
low number of children, experience this syndrome more severely. Besides, there is a lack of research on the
Iranian elderly’s experiences of this transition as well as the role of ethnic and cultural background in this
transition. To the best of the researchers’ knowledge, there has been no phenomenological study to
exclusively investigate the lived experiences of the Iranian elderly with the empty nest syndrome involved
with many biological, psychological, social, and economic factors. Moreover, due to psychological distress
and negative emotions during this period, the elderly face more challenges such as feelings of failure in the
turbulences, stress, and pressure of life which cause a decrease in the quality of life and their relationships.
On the other hand, the feeling of failure will put the elderly in a bad psychological state and cause
psychological challenges and problems, which emphasize the need to pay more attention to these issues.
Therefore, this qualitative study, through entering the qualitative world of self-actualized seniors, aimed to
answer the question, “What were the elderly’s experiences of and reactions to the empty nest?”

Methods

Population and sampling

The current study was a phenomenological one with a descriptive approach. Since the aim of the study was to
investigate and qualitatively explain the psychological experiences of encountering an empty nest from the
point of view of the elderly, to examine their life experiences, Colaizzi’s descriptive phenomenological method
was utilized. The statistical population of the study included the elderly living in empty nests in Tehran in 2022.
The participants were selected using purposive sampling which continued until the theoretical saturation of the
data. A total of 17 individuals were interviewed after meeting the conditions for entering the study and personal
satisfaction. The inclusion criteria were the elderly with children being out for at least 2 years, having the
necessary cognitive abilities to understand and accept psychological issues based on the results of the initial
diagnostic interview, living with a spouse, age over 65 years, not suffering from any severe mental disorders
such as psychosis (according to the interviewer’s diagnosis in the initial interview), having given informed
consent, and willingness to participate in the study. The exclusion criteria were suffering from any type of
physical or psychological illnesses that would affect the results of the study, experiencing bereavement at the
time of the study, and refusing to continue participating in the study for any reason. In the present study, semi-
structured interviews were used to collect data to determine lived experiences.

Procedure

The research questions were designed in a coherent format according to the objectives of the study and the
professors’ feedback. The interviews started with general questions about the empty nest experience, and
during the interview, exploratory questions were asked to enrich the information (e.g., Would you please tell
us about your feelings and experiences when your children left? What was the experience of that situation
like? What were the most common problems you experienced?). The length of the interviews varied,
depending on the characteristics of the interviewees and research stage, from 35 to 65 minutes.

Results

The analysis of the lived experiences of the elderly revealed 8 main themes and 25 subthemes as follows: 1-
Awareness and the will to adapt (self-reflection and reliance on one’s abilities); 2-Physical and mental self-
care (engaging in pleasurable and health-promoting activities, receiving psychological services, and
engaging in meditation exercises); 3-Attitudinal changes (changing attitudes towards separation from
children and nurturing the hope for future reunions); 4-Emotion regulation strategies (accepting emotions
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related to separation, reevaluating memories, daily writing of thoughts and feelings, avoiding rumination,
and learning from peer experiences); 5-Strengthening social ties (determination to improve communication,
perception of the social network support, taking advantage of the support from family and parents,
participating in collective activities, and maintaining communication and getting information about
children); 6-Experience of purposeful growth (resuming scientific and cultural activities, rediscovering
meaning, and enhancing tenacity and resilience); 7- Self-transcendence (attention to children’s happiness and
satisfaction and helping individuals with similar issues); 8- Enhancing spirituality and engaging in religious
activities (expressing gratitude, trusting in God, and participating in religious and spiritual activities).

Discussion

This study was conducted to investigate the lived experiences of the elderly of the empty nest. Based on the
conducted interviews, eight main themes including awareness and the will to adapt, physical and mental self-care,
attitudinal changes, emotion regulation strategies, strengthening social ties, experience of purposeful growth, self-
transcendence, and enhancing spirituality and engaging in religious activities were identified.

These findings are in line with those of the studies by Bouchard et al. (2018), Dor and Rojas (2016), and Fraleigh
(2015). Fraleigh (2015) conducted a phenomenological study on the empty nest transition experience in middle-
aged and late-life women. In summary, the results showed that the empty nest transition experience includes self-
discovery, control and freedom, the interaction of personal interests, increased self-awareness and self-reflection,
recognition of success, and focus on one’s well-being and comfort. A person’s awareness of the feelings and
conditions s/he faces can lead to adaptive decisions and actions. When a person is drowned in a flood of various
mixed emotions in the face of crises, the alertness and sovereignty of the will and logical decision can lead
him/her to normal behavior.

Conclusion

This study showed the adaptation process of the elderly in the empty nest phase involves awareness and the will to
adapt, physical and mental self-care, attitudinal changes, emotion regulation strategies, strengthening social ties,
experience of purposeful growth, self-transcendence, and enhancing spirituality and engaging in religious activities.
According to the results of this study, it is recommended to investigate the lived experiences of the elderly with a
focus on the experience of existential crisis, cognitive and emotional disturbances, etc. separately.
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