
Middle Adulthood: 
Midlife Crisis 
Overview 
Now that our life expectancy has risen, and continues to rise, middle age has become one of the major 
stages of the human life cycle. Thus, middle-aged adults are faced with a variety of challenges and 
transitions. 

The term "midlife crisis" is used to describe the reactions that people have when they realize that they now 
have lived more years than they probably have left to live. This cognitive switch in time perception can 
result in a life analysis and review along with assessing one's successes, failures, triumphs, and 
disappointments. 

Developmental researchers differ over exactly how traumatic this process is. Remembering that diversity 
increases with age, it can be said that reactions will vary greatly from individual to individual. Some will 
find themselves in a state of regret and despair while others will feel euphoric and powerful. 

Nonetheless, there are some common experiences that middle-aged people have that can result in emotional 
reactions and readjustments. Children grow up and become independent living on their own. Careers 
plateau, and planning for retirement begins. Marital relationships realign now that it is just the two of them 
again in the home. Physical changes, most obviously in appearance, cannot be ignored and must be 
adjusted to. 

Men and women differ in their experience of middle-age and its issues. Women tend, even if they work 
outside the home, to have their primary focus on the family As the family no longer is making demands 
on her time and energy, she has a number of options open up for her. Life and lifestyle decisions need to be 
made. 

Men, on the other hand, tend to focus on their career and their role as provider. Thus, as their career begins 
to wind down, they too have to redirect all that energy and make comparable decisions. 

Questions to Consider 
1. Analyze the reactions of middle-aged people you know to becoming middle-aged. 
2. Do you believe that there is such a thing as a midlife crisis? 
3. Do you think the baby boom generation who are now middle-aged will experience it differently 

than previous generations? 

Vocabulary 
Read the term with its definition before viewing the program. 

Midlife Crisis The reactions of middle-aged adults to the awareness that their lifespan is limited. 
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Instructional Objectives 
When you have successfully completed this module, you will be able to: 

1. Briefly discuss middle adulthood from an historic perspective. 
2. Define midlife crisis. 
3. Discuss the evidence regarding whether or not there is a midlife crisis. 
4. Describe sex differences in the midlife crisis/transition. 

Self-Test 
After studying the objectives and watching the video, take the self-test to check your progress. 

1. Forty-five-year old Ken, who has been singlemindedly climbing the career ladder, suddenly feels that he 
has no more opportunity for advancement. He also feels that he has neglected his family and made made 
wrong decisions in charting his life's course. Ken's feelings are probably signs of: 

a. normal development during middle age. 
b. an unsuccessful passage through early adulthood. 
c. neuroticism. 
d. androgyny. 

2. Better than age as a predictor of whether a midlife crisis will occur is an individual's personal style of 
coping with problems. 

a. True 
b. False 

3. For some people at about age 40, dissatisfaction with self, career, and/or family develops into a: 
a. basic personality change. 
b. withdrawing from society. 
c. midlife crisis. 
d. fear of success. 

4. Which of the following midlife changes may explain why some individuals experience midlife distress? 
a During midlife, people become more aware of their own mortality. 
b. Adults may have trouble adjusting to shifting parental roles during middle adulthood. 
c. Many adults reach a career plateau during middle age. 
d. All of the above changes are common during middle age and may lead to midlife distress. 

5. Which of the following statements most accurately describes the typical experiences of women during 
midlife? 

a In response to the biological changes accompanying menopause, most women become depressed 
during midlife. 

b. Compared to previous generations, recent cohorts of women have experienced greater difficulty 
adjusting to midlife. 

c. Recent cohorts of women nave tended to find midlife a more liberating experience than those of 
previous generations. 

d. Women's adjustment to midlife has not significantly changed over the past thirty years. 

6. Harry is 45 years old and, according to Levinson, is most likely to be: 
a. happy with his life so far. 
b. experiencing new pleasures in life now that the hardest years are over. 
c. questioning every aspect of bis life. 
d. looking forward to retirement 
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