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‘Refurbishing an empty nest’:
A grounded theory study of marital change and

adaptation after children’s independence

Mira Kim Youngyoon Ha

Skywells Family Counseling Center Daybreak University

This study aimed to understand the changes and adaptations that occur in couples’ relationships after children’s
independence. For this purpose, 15 men and women who had been married for more than 20 years and had
raised one or more children together, and who were left as a couple after their youngest child became
independent, were selected as participants and data were collected through in-depth interviews. The study was
conducted using the grounded theory approach proposed by Strauss and Corbin(2003). The analysis yielded 136
concepts, 57 subcategories and 23 categories. The main findings as followed. First, the central phenomena
experienced by couples after children’s independence was ‘coordinating to be together somehow.” Second, the
key category of couples adaptation process after children's independence was ‘redefining the relationship in their
own way’ in order to coordinate to be together and the adaptation process went through ‘energy exhaustion’,
‘energy rekindling’, ‘energy exchange’ and ‘adjustment and maintenance.” Third, in the process of change and
adaptation, couples’ cooperative attitudes, compassion for each other, desire to be good parents, social support
system, and individual variables were found to be the driving forces for couples to adapt to change, while
inability to resolve accumulated conflicts, non-cooperative attitudes, compromise in the middle, consideration of
loose connections, and constant threats or accusations were found to be factors that hindered adaptation by
repeatedly trying to change the relationship and giving up. The significance of this study is that by
understanding the process of relationship change and adaptation after children’s independence and
comprehensively exploring the interaction between factors within the context of family life cycle changes, it
derived a substantive theory of the adaptation process and provided clinical data to understand the process of

couple adaptation to family life cycle changes.

Key words : children's independence, empty nest period, middle-aged conple relationship, marital adjustment
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