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Middle Adulthood: Intimate
Relationships & “The Sandwich
Generation”

Overview . .
Human beings have an inborn need to develop intimate relationships. It has been shown time and time

again that these relationships are necessary as a source of self-esteem, happiness, and good health.

Intimate relationships are not limited to heterosexual marital relationships. Never-marrieds and divorced
middle-aged adults do establish intimate relationships with significant others, with friends, family
members, and sometimes even co-workers. Married or not, unhappiness in a long-term relationship is
more disruptive and severe than in less-long-lived relationships.

The nature of intimate relationships changes as people move from early to middle adulthood. Passionate or
romantic love transforms into companionate or affectionate love. Mutuality develops between the
individuals as they progressively get to know each other better and learn how to satisfy each other’s needs.
They are now in the stability phase of the family life cycle.

Another stage of the family life cycle which occurs in middle age is the empty nest period. This stage is
rife with potential for growth as well as potential for problems in the long-term relationship now that the
parenting role is no longer a daily one. In relationships that continue to grow and develop, we typically see
gender convergence occurring in the marital relationship. Today, we see the emergence of a new social
phenomenon known as the “revolving door generation.” Not all empty nests remain empty as young adult
children often return home. This phenomenon presents the family with a number of challenges to manage.

Middle age has been referred to as the “sandwich generation” as they continue to parent their young adult
children (even if they have moved out of the family home) and also have demands coming from their aged
parents. This can result in the middle-aged adult, most typical females, being “squeezed” between the
younger and older generations of their families.

Questions to Consider
1. How do you define intimacy in a relationship?

2. Have you experienced or observed examples of gender convergence in your own life or in
the lives of middle-aged people you know? What are those examples?

3. What can a couple do to make the empty nest period a deeply satisfying one?
4. How do you think parents should handle experiencing the revolving door phenomenon?

5. Why do you think that typically it is the middle-aged daughters and daughters-in-law who find
themselves experiencing the sandwich generation?
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