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Emotional and Social 

Development in

Middle Adulthood
Erikson’s Theory:
Generativity versus Stagnation

Generativity

· Reaching out to others in ways that give to and guide the next generation

· Commitment extends beyond self

· Typically realized through child rearing

· Other family, work mentoring relationships also generative

Stagnation
· Place own comfort and security above challenge and sacrifice

· Self-centered, self-indulgent, self-absorbed

· Lack of involvement or concern with young people

· Little interest in work productivity, self-improvement

Changes in Sense of Generativity and Self with Age

Levinson’s Middle Adult Season

· Midlife transition (40–45)

· Sense of time running out in life

· Evaluate early adulthood

· Make drastic or small changes

· Entry life structure (45–50)

· Age 50 transition (50–55)

· Culminating life structure (55–60)

Levinson’s Four Tasks 
of Middle Adulthood

Growing Gap Between Subjective and Objective Age

Midlife Crisis?

Research: Wide individual differences

· Gender differences

· Men – changes in early 40s

· Women – late 40s–50s

· Sharp disruption uncommon

· Only 1/4 say they have crisis 

· Sometimes “midlife relief”
Possible Selves

· What one hopes or fears becoming

· Become fewer and more modest with age

· May become more 


time-oriented with age

· Compare to what you had planned

· May help with adjustment 


and self-esteem

Gender Identity in 
Middle Adulthood

· Women: Increase in “masculine traits”
· Men: Increase in “feminine traits”
· Theories

· Parental Imperative

· Decline in sex hormones

· Demands of midlife

Factors in Midlife 
Psychological Well-Being

· Good Health

· Exercise

· Sense of Control

· Personal Life Investment

· Positive Social Relationships

· Good Marriage

· Mastery of Multiple Roles

Big Five Personality Traits

· Neuroticism

· Extroversion

· Openness to Experience

· Agreeableness

· Conscientiousness

Big Five Personality Traits 
Get More Stable with Age

Marriage and Divorce
in Middle Adulthood

· Economic well-being and time between parenting and retirement allow focus on marriage.

· Review and adjust marriage

· Many strengthen relationship

· Some divorce

· Divorce in midlife

· Higher in remarried couples

· Feminization of poverty

Parenting in Middle Adulthood

· Parents begin “letting go” process in children’s adolescence

· Parents still provide more assistance than they receive throughout middle adulthood

· Most parents adjust well to children leaving home

· Enjoy continued contact

· Children who are “off time” in their development cause parents stress

· Individual and cultural variations

· Extended family traditions

Grandparenthood

· Become grandparent average late 40s: can spend 1/3 of life

· Highly meaningful to most

· Grandparenting styles vary

· Geography, gender, SES, ethnicity are factors

· Trends in grandparenting

· Raising grandchildren

· Coping with divorce of grandchildren’s parents

Middle-Age Children and
Their Aging Parents

· More likely to have parents still alive than in past

· Adult children reassess relationships with parents

· Parents’ proximity to adult children increases with age

· Move closer or in with them

· Children provide more help


 to parents

· Financial, household aid;  caregiving

· Helping based on earlier relationships

Caring for Aging Parents

· “Sandwich generation”
· Daughters most likely to provide care

· Men make a big commitment

· Average 20 hours/week

· Highly stressful

· Often starts suddenly

· Work and costs increase

· Hard to witness parent’s decline

· Support needed 

Friendships in Middle Adulthood

· Gender trends continue from early adulthood

· Men less expressive than women

· Fewer friends; more selective

· More complex ideas of friendship

· Rely on for pleasure more than support

· Invest more time, effort in friends

Age-Related Change
in Job Satisfaction

Career Development
in Middle Adulthood 

· Limits to advancement

· Training

· Glass ceiling

· Midlife career changes

· Few, not usually drastic

· Often for more relaxing career

· Unemployment

· Middle age most affected by downsizing

· Very stressful

· Retirement Planning

