
See discussions, stats, and author profiles for this publication at: https://www.researchgate.net/publication/229521961

Older Parents’ Perceptions of Ambivalence in Relationships With Their Children

Article  in  Family Relations · November 2006

DOI: 10.1111/j.1741-3729.2006.00424.x

CITATIONS

65
READS

446

3 authors, including:

Some of the authors of this publication are also working on these related projects:

Michigan State University Extension Health Research View project

Cheryl Lynn Eschbach

Michigan State University

26 PUBLICATIONS   161 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

Karen Ann Hooker

Oregon State University

145 PUBLICATIONS   3,857 CITATIONS   

SEE PROFILE

All content following this page was uploaded by Cheryl Lynn Eschbach on 12 March 2018.

The user has requested enhancement of the downloaded file.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/229521961_Older_Parents%27_Perceptions_of_Ambivalence_in_Relationships_With_Their_Children?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_2&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/229521961_Older_Parents%27_Perceptions_of_Ambivalence_in_Relationships_With_Their_Children?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_3&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/project/Michigan-State-University-Extension-Health-Research?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_9&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_1&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Cheryl-Eschbach?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Cheryl-Eschbach?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Michigan_State_University?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Cheryl-Eschbach?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Karen-Hooker-2?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_4&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Karen-Hooker-2?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_5&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/institution/Oregon_State_University?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_6&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Karen-Hooker-2?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_7&_esc=publicationCoverPdf
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Cheryl-Eschbach?enrichId=rgreq-0cb451b3aeb451dd3d939c19bfb8a1bc-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzIyOTUyMTk2MTtBUzo2MDM0NjAwNDcyMTY2NDBAMTUyMDg4NzQ5NTE4OA%3D%3D&el=1_x_10&_esc=publicationCoverPdf


Older Parents’ Perceptions of Ambivalence
in Relationships With Their Children

Cheryl L. Peters Karen Hooker Anisa M. Zvonkovic*

Abstract: This qualitative study explores older parents’ ambivalent perceptions of their relationships with their adult
children. Interviews with 17 mothers and fathers (aged 671) provided reports on 75 relationships (43 sons, 32
daughters). Two predominant sources of ambivalence emerged when parents discussed their current relationships.
The first identified source of ambivalence relates to children being busy, so that parents were dissatisfied with the
frequency and quality of time spent together. Help exchanges are also discussed in light of children’s busyness. The
second identified source of ambivalence explores parents’ ambivalent perceptions about their children’s romantic
partners and parenting styles. Results are integrated into the developing theory of intergenerational ambivalence and
practice implications for family communication are discussed.

Key Words: aging families, ambivalence, emotion, family interaction, intergenerational relationships, qualitative family
research.

There has been a long history in the field of genera-
tional relationships documenting positive and nega-
tive aspects of social interactions within-family
networks (Antonucci, Akiyama, & Lansford, 1998;
Rossi & Rossi, 1990; Silverstein & Schaie, 2004).
Early approaches characterized relationships as either
‘‘close’’ or ‘‘problematic’’ and often missed the
nuanced complexities that characterize family rela-
tionships. In response to this criticism, Lüscher and
Pillemer (1998) introduced intergenerational ambiv-
alence as a conceptual framework that allows for
examination of confusion, mixed sentiments, and
unsettled arrangements in relationships—in addi-
tion to positive aspects.

In everyday language, ambivalence implies simul-
taneously holding positive and negative feelings or
perceptions about a situation. In the family geron-
tology literature, however, ambivalence has been de-
fined in multiple ways, using different measurement
strategies, with a universally agreed-upon definition
yet to emerge (Lettke & Klein, 2004). Ambivalence

may be experienced on a psychological level—
involving feelings or thoughts of an individual—and
on a structural level, involving dilemmas created by
societal norms (Connidis & McMullin, 2002).

Recently, family scholars have focused on ambiv-
alence as an improved framework in which to study
intergenerational relationships. This approach has
generated considerable theoretical discussion (see
Journal of Marriage and Family, 64[3] for a five-
paper symposium) and is starting to inform empiri-
cal work (e.g., Pillemer & Lüscher, 2004; Willson,
Shuey, & Elder, 2003). Much remains to be learned
about sources of ambivalence, how it is experienced,
who experiences it, and why it matters for family
gerontologists. Ambivalent ties differ from relation-
ships perceived as either solely problematic or solely
close in nature (Fingerman, Hay, & Birdett, 2004;
Pillemer & Suitor, 2002). Gaining a better under-
standing of family relationships from the newly
emerging ambivalence framework has the poten-
tial to provide new insights into communication
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patterns, support exchanges, and family decision
making. This study was conceptualized with the
explicit goal of exploring the ambivalence frame-
work in relation to intergenerational relations within
a life course perspective.

A life course perspective emphasizes the impor-
tance of understanding development in context,
with explicit attention paid to generational location
in changing sociohistorical contexts (e.g., Hagestad,
1982; Rossi & Rossi, 1990). In general, life course
researchers have demonstrated family ties as more
ambivalent (close and problematic) than nonfamily
relations (Fingerman et al., 2004). Additionally,
more ambivalence is reported in vertical genera-
tional ties, that is, toward parents and sons or
daughters than horizontal sibling ties or friendships
(Fingerman et al.). From a life course perspective,
changing historical circumstances and pressures,
with their related shifts in roles and obligations, set
the stage for intergenerational ambivalence at the
structural level.

To date, most research on ambivalence has exam-
ined the perceptions of adult children. Sources of
ambivalence in the parent-adult child relationship
include perceptions of the relationship from child-
hood to middle adulthood, as well as current situa-
tions. For example, adult children who reported
parental rejection and hostility earlier in life also
reported more ambivalent feelings about their older
parents (Willson et al., 2003). Current experiences
also create ambivalence for adult children; for exam-
ple, filial tasks of caregiving, anticipation of caregiv-
ing, and managing health-related concerns (Lang,
2004; Lorenz-Meyer, 2004).

Adult children with parents or parents-in-law in
poor health are more ambivalent about their paren-
tal relationships (Willson et al., 2003). In addition,
psychological level ambivalence can be driven by
structural level constraints. For example, adult sons
and daughters often face structural constraints when
providing care to aging or sick parents (Lorenz-
Meyer, 2004). Educational and career attainment
goals, along with demands of childrearing, can affect
thoughts and feelings about parental relations and
obligations. One study of intergenerational ambiva-
lence (Beaton, Norris, & Pratt, 2003) found couples
transitioning to parenthood experienced marital
problems caused, in part, by disagreements over
such issues as grandparents caring for and disciplin-
ing the children, offering monetary support, and
moving in with the couple.

Why Older Parents’ Perceptions Are Important

Far less is known about ambivalence from the per-
spective of the aging parent than is known about
ambivalence from the perspective of the adult child.
Classic ideas in social gerontology, such as the gener-
ational stake hypothesis (Bengtson & Kuypers,
1971), suggest that parents limit negative expres-
sions in order to promote harmony in perceptions
of closeness toward their children (Hagestad, 1982).
More recently, evidence from a study of three genera-
tional families suggests that older parents tend to
minimize differences with their children and grand-
children (Pyke, 1999). Children’s lives and the qual-
ity of relationships they have with their parents
shape the identity of the parent (Roberto, Allen, &
Blieszner, 1999). Thus, it seems reasonable that
older parents may not experience—or express—
ambivalence in relationships with their adult children.

We know from literature on emotional regulation
that older adults are more skilled than younger
adults at managing their emotions and prolonging
positive emotions and curtailing negative emotions
(Carstensen, Pasupathi, Mayr, & Nesselroade, 2000;
Labouvie-Vief & DeVoe, 1991). This is consistent
with socioemotional selectivity theory (Carstensen,
Isaacowitz, & Charles, 1999) that predicts that
salience of ‘‘time left’’ structures shapes the selection
of social contacts to optimize positive interactions,
thereby enhancing feelings of well-being. A study of
daily emotional experiences found older adults were
more likely than younger adults to report ‘‘emo-
tional poignancy,’’ which involves mixed feelings
and complex emotions about daily life (Carstensen
et al., 2000). This study demonstrated that older
adults experienced complex and mixed emotions,
but the sources of these mixed emotions were uncer-
tain. These results leave open the possibility that
older parents may experience emotional poignancy
from family relationships, supporting the possibility
of intergenerational ambivalence.

Pillemer and Suitor (2002) first investigated
sources of ambivalence from the perspective of older
mothers. Fifty-four percent of older mothers
reported some ambivalence in their relationships
with adult children (i.e., they often got on each
others’ nerves). Further, mothers experienced more
ambivalence toward children for whom they pro-
vided financial help. However, they were less likely
to report ambivalence toward children who had
college degrees and were married, in essence with

Family Relations � Volume 55, Number 5 � December 2006540



children who were meeting normative markers of
success. This study was limited, however, in its oper-
ational definition of ambivalence (three items) and
in examining only mothers’ perspectives.

Our study design supports the premise that
people can accurately report on personal feelings of
ambivalence experienced within the context of rela-
tionships. In combination with prior theory and
empirical definitions of ambivalence (Beaton et al.,
2003; Lorenz-Meyer, 2004; Willson et al., 2003),
ambivalence was conceptualized as an emotional
phenomenon that stems from holding simultaneous
mixed feelings or cognitions (not uniformly positive
or negative) based on one’s personal evaluation of
a relationship. We sought to understand sources of
ambivalent perceptions in current parent-child rela-
tionships from the perspective of older parents.
Only community-residing older adults, not cur-
rently needing care, were interviewed in order to
minimize structural constraints thought to be related
to ambivalence. A qualitative methodological
approach was used, which allowed for multilayered
descriptions of emotions and thoughts in parents’
accounts of relationships with their children.

Research Questions

Our first question was: To what extent do healthy
aging parents experience ambivalence toward their
adult children, and importantly, what sources can be
identified as creating perceptions of ambivalence
toward their adult children? In keeping with our life
course perspective, we also explored perceptions of
their children’s roles (i.e., marital, parental, employ-
ment statuses) on intergenerational relationships.
Our second question was If ambivalence occurs,
how do older parents manage their feelings of
ambivalence? We also explored the existence of
within-family differences in ambivalence by asking
parents about each of their children rather than ask-
ing them globally about all of their children.

Method

Participants

The target sample was older adults living in the
community and not coresiding with family or in
caregiving situations. In order to be considered for
inclusion, participants had to be a parent, be at least

65 years of age, and have two or more living, biolog-
ical adult children. Among those who met these cri-
teria and were interviewed, stepchildren were
included in the interview if the parent chose to dis-
cuss them. Only one partner from a married couple
was eligible to participate. The sample was recruited
from local fitness centers, senior volunteer groups,
retirement community centers, and church groups
in two Oregon counties through the use of recruit-
ment posters and word of mouth (i.e., snowballing).
Sample screening occurred over the phone when
interested participants contacted the first author.
Family structure information (first names, ages,
marital and parental statues, and residence of all
children) was obtained during the initial phone con-
versation. Snowball sampling was successful as par-
ticipants brought new respondents into the study.
This recruitment strategy resulted in a community
convenience sample of 17 parents (8 mothers and
9 fathers). All interviews were utilized for data analy-
sis. Pseudonyms are used when reporting and discus-
sing study results.

Sample Characteristics

The average age of the mothers and fathers in the
study was 76 and 75, respectively. Marital status var-
ied for the mothers (two were married, four were
widowed, and two were divorced), but all of the
fathers in the study were married. All parents were
White, except one father who was Native American.
Relationships with 75 children were discussed in the
interviews and the number of children of each par-
ent ranged from 2 to 12 with an average of 4 chil-
dren each. Biological offspring accounted for 65
(87%) of these relationships, two children were
adopted, and eight children were stepchildren,
although the two fathers who reported the eight
step-relations had been remarried for 21 and 22
years, respectively. Half of the 75 children lived out-
of-state (52%), providing an interesting contrast to
those living closer to their parents. Most adult chil-
dren were parents themselves (65%) and worked for
pay (89%). The average age of children was 45 years
old, with a range of 23 – 60 years.

Observational and behavioral reports formed the
basis of estimates of socioeconomic status (SES) of
the parents. Because respondents were interviewed
in their homes, there was opportunity to directly
assess details such as current home characteristics, as
well as to hear about occupational history, and
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details about the lifestyle of respondents (i.e., fre-
quency of vacations, need of home repairs) used in
estimating SES. The sample ranged in SES from
working class to upper-middle class (four working
class, six middle class, three middle-upper class,
and four upper-middle class). An example of a
participant from a working class SES was Chuck,
who lives in a trailer, had been a mechanic, and
could not afford to hire help. A participant from an
upper-middle-class SES was Francis, who lived in
a large, well-maintained, home in a nice section of
town. She paid for her children’s college, talked
about vacations, and had purchased long-term care
insurance for herself. Detailed SES-related informa-
tion for each participant is available from the first
author.

Interview Procedures

Face-to-face interviews lasted between 45 and 120
min with the average interview lasting 75 min.
Previous work on intergenerational relationships
guided the five domains explored in the qualitative
interviews, such as frequency of contact and com-
munication, perceived relationship closeness, help
exchanges, physical distance or proximity between
parents and children, and feelings about self and
independence (Roberts, Richards, & Bengtson,
1991; Rossi & Rossi, 1990). Additional questions
focused on emotional experiences and time spent in
relationships with adult children. Although a struc-
tured interview guide was used, an open-ended
questioning format allowed participants to discuss
whom they chose. Follow-up probes asked parents
to consider children not mentioned in their previous
responses. Toward the end of the interviews, parents
were asked to speak about whether feeling indepen-
dent was important to them and what they did to
stay active. Bringing independence into the discus-
sion, opened avenues for exploring hidden and
mixed emotions related to family, such as a willing-
ness to ask for help and the desire for more contact
with grown children and grandchildren. The com-
plete interview questionnaire is also available upon
request.

Analytic Strategies

All interviews were conducted, recorded, and tran-
scribed verbatim by the first author. Field notes were
compiled immediately after each interview to

identify the affect and overall attitudes of the partici-
pants, as well as note contextual aspects of their liv-
ing situation. Field notes became a starting point for
understanding the context of the adult child-aging
parent relationship. Noticeable tone of voice and
facial expressions from recollection, field notes, and
audio tapes were entered on the transcript record.
The second author read all of the transcripts.

Qualitative analysis techniques (Berg, 2001;
Strauss & Corbin, 1998) guided the coding of inter-
views for themes. To build codes, situations, and
stories that had positive and negative elements
shared by the older parents were identified from the
interview transcripts. Once a code was developed, all
other interviews were examined or reexamined.

To label an experience or perception as ambiva-
lent, it had to meet our working definition for the
study. Ambivalence seems to be a concept well suited
to qualitative analysis because of the shades of emo-
tions that parents can display in language and recall
from interaction with their children.

Memo system. In addition to coding transcripts,
a memo system was used (Strauss & Corbin, 1998)
to document multiple-coded segments across inter-
views and to select potential quotes for representa-
tion. A memo system is useful for developing possible
dimensions within codes and critical reflection on
emerging themes. Codes used in the analyses were
associated with memos on (a) time and busyness, (b)
health and aging concerns, (c) help exchanges, (d)
respecting and negotiating spheres of influence, and
(e) geographic distance of children.

Coding. Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) open coding,
axial coding, and selective coding techniques were
used. Five content areas from the interview guide
helped to initially organize transcripts during the
open coding phase. During open coding, ‘‘concepts
are identified and their properties and dimensions
are discovered in data’’ (Strauss & Corbin, p. 101).
We found reoccurring concepts involving emotions
about time spent together between parents and chil-
dren. It was during the open coding of help
exchanges that ‘‘busyness’’ of children first appeared
as an important indicator of time and was further
investigated for each respondent. It became clear
that ambivalence related to adult children’s ‘‘busy-
ness’’ was pervasive for most participants and
crossed all domains of interest.

During the process of axial coding, which
involves relating categories to a dimensional level,
temporality of the ambivalent perceptions was
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explored. Our life course perspective informed our
coding decisions. When parents described positive
and negative emotions associated with a child, they
sometimes attributed the emotions to particular cir-
cumstances, or history. Attention was also given to
contrasts between gender composition of the parent-
child dyad and generational or life course positions of
parents and children. During axial coding, marital,
parental, and employment statuses of children, in light
of comments from their parents, was helpful in under-
standing relational contexts. We began to conceptually
link children’s structural situations (e.g., work status)
with the ambivalent perceptions of their parents. Use
of the entire transcript became important during this
phase of coding. Finally, it was during axial coding
that we first became aware of the importance of help
exchanges between generations and a myriad of
ambivalent perceptions older parents have related to
fears of dependency on their children and worries over
their children’s life choices and futures.

Selective coding was the final phase of the ana-
lytic process used to integrate and refine partici-
pants’ central themes. At this point, the themes that
best addressed the research questions were identi-
fied. Several drafts of results with quotations from
parents were developed and exchanged until themes
were established as the core variables of participant’s
stories (Strauss, 1987; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). All
authors reviewed the final codes and came to full
agreement about the core variables that emerged
from the data.

Results

We recognized perceptions of ambivalence as par-
ents identified conditions in their children’s lives
that hindered time spent together. In addition, per-
ceived differences between parents and children led
to purposely limiting communication (‘‘taboo’’
topics) in those areas. Discussion of parents’ ambiva-
lent perceptions, involves descriptions of ways that
parents attempted to manage their ambivalence. We
connected the sources of ambivalent feelings to
parent/child interactional behaviors. We found that
both mothers and fathers experienced ambivalence,
although not with every child. No parents had only
positive emotions for all of their children, which
seemed counter to what the generational stake
hypothesis might predict. Two core sources of
ambivalence were discovered from the parental

interviews: (a) busyness of their childrens’ lives and
(b) boundaries on areas of communication.

Children Portrayed as Busy

Parents used their children’s busyness in describing
their feelings about the amount, quality, and pat-
terns of contact they had with their children. Upon
closely examining the phrase, ‘‘they’re so busy’’
throughout each transcript, we discovered that 15
of the 17 parents used the word ‘‘busy’’ or explic-
itly referred to a hurried pace of life to describe at
least one of their children. Of these 15, 7 parents
used emotionally laden terms such as ‘‘too busy’’
and ‘‘so busy.’’ We report on how parents felt
about their children being busy, the reasons the
parents ascribed for the busyness of their children,
and the consequences this busyness had on their
relationships.

How the Experience of Time Produces
Intergenerational Ambivalence

Ambivalent feelings emerged from juxtaposing state-
ments about parents’ desire for more frequent con-
tact and quality time with children with statements
that children are successful and leading busy lives.
There were negative statements related to the busy-
ness of children, but also pride-filled voices about
the important responsibilities and successes of chil-
dren. Most families had at least one child who was
extremely busy and consequently was seen less often
by parents compared to their siblings. Geographic
distance between children and parents (operational-
ized by a child’s residence out-of-state) was not nec-
essarily related to accounts of busyness, though it
was associated with lower frequency of contact in
general. Most parents reported seeing children who
lived out-of-state an average of one to two times per
year, varying from four times a year to once every
couple of years. Parents reported seeing children
who resided in state from once a month to every
other month. A few parents saw children who
resided in their same town as often as five times
a week, but others with children in town only saw
their children an average of once per month. No
parents reported seeing any of their children
everyday.

Nine parents said they would like to see their
children more often; no parents, however, stated
they would like to see their children less often. Five
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parents indicated that they saw their children ‘‘kinda
about right overall’’ (Mark) and that they ‘‘see them
enough’’ (Marge). Two fathers had mixed answers
about wanting to see more or less of their children.
Henry said, ‘‘I wish I could see all of them more. I’d
love to have even the local ones visit more . . . oh,
I understand, certainly I do, and I can’t be selfish.
After all, they all have their own lives.’’ Many par-
ents quickly followed up their statements of wanting
to see their children more with explanations of why
more time together was not possible. Parents identi-
fied the most common reason they did not see their
children more often: ‘‘They’re so busy.’’

When asked what quality time with their children
would mean for them, parents described time talking
and having meaningful conversations, just being
together, doing a project, or having a meal together.
Parents described the challenge to find time for qual-
ity interactions when children are so busy with their
own lives. Descriptions of quality time did not focus
so much on what parents and children were doing, as
the fact that they were doing something together. As
an example, Mark, a father of 12 children said, ‘‘I
think hanging out. Taking walks and talking. Yeah, I
think environments for talking . . . and just being,
not really doing anything.’’ Jean, a mother with two
children who lived 2 hr away said quality time with
her children is when they come down, usually on
Sunday, to go out to eat for a few hours and chat.
When asked if she thought her children saw those
same dinners as quality time with her, she replied
with a smile, ‘‘I don’t know how they feel about it.
They come back.’’

Overall, statements about quality time together
were simple. Parents preferred uncomplicated events
and activities that allowed for meaningful conversa-
tion and time to just be together. It can be difficult
to cultivate interactions experienced as quality time
when children are busy or rushed. Judith noted, ‘‘I
love to share in their experiences when I can, or just
hear about them.’’ This statement, and others like it,
reflected a delight in just knowing what their chil-
dren are up to in their everyday lives. Having this
information through conversations with their chil-
dren allowed parents to connect emotionally. Once
that connection was made, parents felt comfortable
allowing quite some time to pass without hearing
from their children.

Ambivalent perceptions about children’s pace of
life. Parents reported feeling sad about the busyness
of their children, creating ambivalent feelings they

did not share with their children. Helen, a mother
of four, with one child residing in the town where
she lived, expressed this feeling as:

I don’t want to be a hindrance to their lives
either. So, you know, I look back and I was
very busy when I was raising them, and then,
my daughters’ remark when I came back to
(town) was, ‘‘well, I hope you find something
to keep your life busy.’’ In other words, don’t
be a hindrance to me, so (pause), I have tried
not to be.

Chuck, a father of six, conveyed his thoughts
about his annual visit to South Carolina to see his
son:

They’re busy. And (pause) I guess we could see
them a little more frequently, but we don’t
want to interrupt anything and bother them
now. Because, like . . . when we went back
there, we stayed at Tom’s place. But they still
had to do their work and everything else. And
we didn’t want to interrupt. So we were basi-
cally sitting there, I was reading my book and
(my wife) was watching television. And they
were in the other room, in their office, doing
business.

Although Chuck felt somewhat uncomfortable
and disappointed about the quality of his yearly visit
with his son, he was quick to be positive and focus
on the little bit of time that was meaningful to him.
For example, in that same visit, they went to
a museum, a memorable experience of his trip.

Jean displayed extreme pride for her children, at
the same time expressing concern about the pace of
her childrens’ lives. ‘‘I think that I’m so proud of
my children, they are good citizens . . .. I’ve never
had a problem with them. . . . the only thing I
might say is, I worry that they work too hard . . ..
It’s just very busy times.’’ Jean was asked if she
thought the pace of life today was different from
when she was growing up. She replied, ‘‘it’s a little
different now. I think we just live such a fast life
now. I think that we’ll find in another fifty years, or
look back and think, ahh, we shouldn’t put so much
pressure on the young people.’’

The busyness of children and the hurried pace of
their lives created an element of uncertainty for
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parents. Would their children regret being so busy?
Four fathers, but no mothers, alluded to guilt they
themselves had from living their own lives at a hur-
ried pace, mostly because of their work. We asked
Bill, a father of three children, if his style of parent-
ing affected his current relationships with his chil-
dren? After a long pause, Bill explained his situation
as a forest service worker:

I wouldn’t say that I spent a great deal of
time with my kids. My wife can tell me, ‘‘do
you remember when this happened or remem-
ber when that happened?’’ and I say, all I
was thinking about was my job. I can’t remem-
ber . . .. It was a lot different when I was work-
ing than it is now. There was no sensitivity as
far as family was concerned. Family was some-
thing that was personal and that you took care
of yourself. And when you were on the job,
you’re supposed to think about your job and
working at it and maybe even when you’re not
at the office.

Clearly, Bill and his wife made sacrifices in fam-
ily time to support the expectations and demands of
his career when their children were younger. What
he and some of the other fathers shared was an
understanding for the struggles they had experienced
raising a family and working full time. Therefore, as
parents themselves, these participants could identify
with the challenges their children faced in meeting
multiple obligations. Parent’s explanations for why
their children were so busy were analyzed to further
understand how the experience of time created
ambivalent perceptions. Parents claimed children
were busy because of (a) demanding jobs and educa-
tional pursuits and (b) parenting and household
responsibilities.

Nearly all of the 75 relationships discussed dur-
ing the interviews involved some description of the
type of occupation or level of education achieved by
their children. Many parents proudly provided brief
synopses of their children’s college and employment
experiences. With mixed sentiments, they linked
their children’s career and educational goals to the
limited amount of time available to spend visiting,
communicating, and helping one another with
everyday tasks.

Demands on the children’s time indirectly influ-
enced relationships with their parents. Bob, a father

who did not get to attend college himself, told an
in-depth story of how he refinanced his home to
send his children to school; he was delighted to
speak about his daughter, Miriam’s success as a
biochemist. However, Bob became serious and
somewhat gloomy as he talked about his daughter’s
work-family overlap:

Now Miriam is our concern. Well, my con-
cern. That she is just so busy. See you got to
decide, and some of them do it, and she’s
doing it alright. But a career, and also being
a mother; see, it’s hard. It’s difficult (empha-
sis). She just gets so tired and worn. But she
wanted to be a scientist, and she’s a good one.
But . . .. If you go that route, and you’re not
home, and being a full time mother. You got
those extra hours to put in on each day.

Bob continued by sharing his ideas for how Mir-
iam might find more time for her family; he thought
her husband should work more hours so Miriam
could stay at home. When asked if he had ever dis-
cussed his concerns with Miriam, he quickly
responded, ‘‘Oh, no. Ohhh, no. I don’t even talk to
my wife about it. I just, no, I wouldn’t say a word.
In time, we hope, that it will come about. Right
now, it’s not likely.’’ Bob’s decision not to talk to
his daughter appeared to be a management strategy
he used to handle his ambivalent feelings about her
pace of life and decisions regarding work and
family.

Work schedules of adult children inevitably
shaped the time they had available to catch up with
older parents. A few parents talked about a child
communicating with them from work. Marge’s son
worked nights and she was thrilled that ‘‘during his
shift, if he isn’t busy, he’ll call.’’ Three parents said
that children called from cell phones while commut-
ing to work, but they frowned on this communica-
tion because they worried about their safety on the
road while talking on the phone. In addition, three
children reported working multiple jobs. For exam-
ple, Ingrid, a mother of four who has three daugh-
ters living in state, commented about how she does
not get to see her middle daughter enough because
she is working two jobs. Ingrid said, ‘‘. . . She’s just
a half-time pastor now and working for the Red
Cross for half time. She comes down maybe once
a month for a weekend, but it doesn’t seem like we
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see her enough.’’ On the other hand, her daughter’s
two sisters who also lived in town, frequently invited
their mother over for dinners during the week.

Forty-nine of the 75 adult children were parents
themselves. Older parents recognized their children
were busy raising their own families and running
their own households. When Judith was trying to
explain how often she gets to see her two sons and
grandsons, she seemed defensive:

We usually call on weekends, cause that’s when
they’re home, and when they have a minute or
two to breathe. And it’s the same with (his
brother). They live such a busy life! (Emphasis)
You know, you don’t want to intrude, not that
they make us feel that we intrude. But, good
heavens, we have eyes, we can see how raising
the boys, running a store, doing everything that
they do and they are involved in the commu-
nity as much as they can be. But, we see them.

Bill thought that visits with his daughter lacked
time to connect one-on-one because his grandchil-
dren were so young. Bill recounted:

Our daughter, I can’t spend much time with
her, because she’s busy with her kids all the time
. . .. So she’s very busy when we go down to
visit her and there isn’t much time to talk. Even
in the evening, because the kids stay up so late.
That it’s not a matter of them going to bed,
and sitting around talking. I’m ready to go to
bed when the kids are going to bed. Sometimes
I get into bed before they do. (Irritated voice)

Busyness and Exchanges of Help

Only some parents with local children received
physical help from their children in maintaining or
fixing their homes. In fact, parents preferred their
time with children not be spent doing things around
the house. John’s point of view summed up how
many parents felt:

They could both do it (his sons). But right
now, and my wife too, we’re still able-bodied
and we can do yard work. And I take care of
almost all the maintenance on the yard and
house. Now I don’t know how much longer

I’ll do it. But they are both so far away, it
would be tough for them to come down and
do that. I’d have to hire it out . . . you know,
you don’t get on an airplane, mow the lawn
and go back.

All 17 participants in our study believed indepen-
dence was extremely important. This contributed to
parents feeling reluctant to ask their children for
help unless there were serious reasons. Henry and
Emma represented the sample well in terms of their
strong beliefs related to maintaining their indepen-
dence as long as possible. Henry, who was finan-
cially affluent, became stern and raised his voice:

Well, let me put it this way. We get help from
the boys, and their wives, the local ones, if we
have a real need. Once again, my attitude is, I
don’t want to impose on them. They have their
own lives. They have their own things to do.
And I don’t want to ask them to do things for
us that would interfere with things they want
to or have to do.

Emma, reflected these same strong convictions,
although she was not well off financially and has
been a widow for the last 25 years. She responded:

If I was really desperate, Pete would come over
. . . if I have a problem with plumbing or
something. But I really don’t ask any of the
kids, because like I said, they’re so busy them-
selves. . . . For some people they really expect
a lot. I wouldn’t. I would just like to have more
time. That’s the one thing that I would love.
That’s the important thing to me.

Busy up to a point. Adult children were only busy
up to a critical point. On an everyday basis, children
were described as keeping up with the hustle and
bustle of their demanding jobs, educational pursuits,
parenting responsibilities, and household chores. Yet,
when their parents experienced a serious health prob-
lem, such as surgery or hospitalization, their children
provided support/assistance. Jean, a widow, told
a story about having surgery performed last year:

If there has ever been a doubt, I certainly
found out, they were right there for me when I

Family Relations � Volume 55, Number 5 � December 2006546



had my artery surgery, because both of them
live a busy life. And yet they arranged it
between the two, my daughter and son, that
they would both, well they both came down
every day (two hour drive) . . . when I got
home from the hospital one would be here all
day and all night, and the next day, the other
one would come. So I knew that I was very
well, you know, they cared.

Parents fortunate not to have yet experienced seri-
ous health problems reported a similar comfort in
their belief that their children would be there if they
needed them. These parents, with untested requests
for more of their children’s time, hoped their chil-
dren would increase their contact or help if needed.

The hope that children would be there if needed
was apparent in John’s account. He and his wife
have not yet needed hospitalization or suffered any
serious illness. Having never requested more help
from his children, he speculated, ‘‘I think that they’d
do it willingly. I hope I don’t have to (ask). But, if
we do, we will. And I think they’d be willing . . .. I
really do. I think we’d ask them, but hopefully we
won’t have to.’’ When Emma was questioned about
asking her kids for help if she had a serious problem,
she was quick to say: ‘‘I don’t know. I don’t know
what would happen. I honestly don’t. Vanessa has
told me, and of course she’s the one living by herself
. . . �well mother, you never have to worry, you
won’t have to go to a rest home.’ But that . . .
doesn’t always happen that way . . . (frown).’’ Par-
ents who had not required any help from their chil-
dren had at least thought about whether they would
feel comfortable asking their children, if the need
arose. Parents were still uncertain, however, how
these types of requests would affect their relation-
ships with their children.

However, some parents in the sample did report
having serious health problems (e.g., diabetes,
emphysema, hip replacement, or back surgeries) that
required care and concern. There were stories of
children restructuring busy lives to tend to their par-
ents for short periods. In all cases, parents were very
appreciative of their help, but anxious to have their
children go back to their own lives, prompting par-
ents to hire or set up other mechanisms of support
so as to not burden their children with daily care.
Marie’s words resonated with what many parents
felt about asking children for help, ‘‘I try not to ask

my kids . . . if I can’t do it, I hire it. And as long as
I can, I’ll do that.’’ Parents, in many ways, discour-
aged offers of assistance.

Boundaries Around Communication

Another source of ambivalence in parent-child rela-
tionships stemmed from a conflict between what par-
ents think about their children and what they would
like to say to them, moderated by the potential con-
sequences of giving unsolicited advice. Parents
expressed ambivalence when discussing experiences
involving having to withdraw from involvement in
their children’s lives. Parents held back opinions or
disagreements with children’s choices and circum-
stances. As life course theory suggests, parents men-
tioned considering their children’s ages when
negotiating boundaries around communication.
Most parents did not feel it was appropriate to inter-
ject their personal opinions into every facet of their
childrens’ lives. They recognized their children were
adults and needed to work out issues for themselves.
As Frances put it, ‘‘you’ll always be proud as a parent,
because you come from blood, and they are your
child, but they have made this switch to being very
independent adults with lives of their own.’’ Helen
also mentioned this letting go in a bittersweet voice:

Families, sometimes they can be great, but
sometimes, like that old saying: When the kids
are little they break your arms, and when they
grow up they break your heart. Yep, in a lot of
ways they do. You can’t run their lives for �em,
you just, you gotta step back.

Stepping back emotionally was a developmentally
appropriate strategy used by parents when they experi-
enced ambivalence. Helen thought stepping back
began when her children got married. Other parents
alluded to a developmental change in their relation-
ships occurring once their children left the house.
Marge commented that she stopped getting involved
when her children had adult romantic relationship cri-
ses. She mentioned why she pulled away, ‘‘I don’t try
to get into solving problems. Because only they can.’’

Jerry well represented the sample when he explained
how parents can overstep boundaries in communica-
tion by giving unsolicited advice to their children:

That’s trying to micro manage her life. Which,
you know, you can’t do. You bring up your
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concerns, and all that, but . . .. I’m sure you
can read between the lines, there are a lot of
things that I’d like to see them do differently.
But if my parents would have approached me
at age 30 or 40, 45, and said you really got to
do this. That would have burnt bridges there.
And I can only expect that it would here also
. . .. Because after all, you know, twenty years
is the most you should be raising children.
Spending 45 years on the same child, that’s
getting a little bit out of line.

Further, Henry thought the desire to give advice
should take a backseat to the more important ideals
of camaraderie, support, and love in relationships
with his eight children. He explained how he and
his wife rationalized the situation of having different
beliefs from their children:

We don’t intrude upon their thinking, their
activities . . . Eleanor and I . . . very carefully
avoid any comment . . . because the friendship
relationship that exists between us is more
important than having our own way.

Parents experienced conflicted thoughts about
when to step in and when to stay out of their child-
ren’s lives in four different areas: financial matters,
core beliefs of politics and religion, romantic partner-
ships, and parenting styles. For brevity, we empha-
sized the issues related to family (i.e., romantic
partnerships, parenting styles) rather than general atti-
tudes and opinions between the generations (i.e.,
financial matters, politics, religion). Also, parents’
comments about attitudes and lifestyle differences
with children only appeared as second thoughts to the
focus of interview questions focused on family issues.

Boundaries around romantic partnerships. Parents
struggled with determining boundaries for communi-
cating concerns about their children’s romantic part-
nerships. For example, when children experienced
divorces, parents seemed unclear about what their
level of involvement should be. Two parents, Bill and
Emma, shared conflicted thoughts about asking their
children about their divorces. Bill decided not to
mention the divorce that happened 3 years ago and
says he does not really know how his son feels about
it. Bill said, ‘‘I’m sure if I asked my son, he’d give me
some smart answer and let me know that he doesn’t
want to talk about it.’’ Bill’s reluctance to speak to his

son about the divorce, coupled with his desire to
know, is evidence of unspoken boundaries around
communication. Emma had mixed feelings when her
daughter waited 2 weeks to disclose that her husband
had asked her for a divorce. Emma said she was
embarrassed to be the last in the family to know, but
she just assumed that her daughter was trying to pro-
tect her, knowing that Emma had been close to this
son-in-law.

Divorce, being more common in the generation
of children than in the generation of parents in this
study, may be seen as a nonnormative event; hence,
parents’ experience ambivalence in dealing with this
transition. Marriage of an adult child, however, is
generally viewed as normative; yet, we found that
in-law relations were ripe with ambivalence. Nearly,
half of the parents identified one in-law relationship
that was at least slightly problematic. For some par-
ents, the quality of an in-law relationship affected
the relationships with their children. Other parents
ignored as best they could and tried to maintain civil
relations. Ingrid saw her son who lives in Alaska
about once a year and blamed her daughter-in-law
for this limited frequency of contact. Ingrid con-
fided, ‘‘his wife has never been very, real friendly
with our family. So that kinda keeps him from,
(pause) well, last time I saw him it was fine, but she
was just a little stand-offish or something.’’ This sit-
uation saddened and frustrated Ingrid, but because
there was very little she could do about it, she tried
to make the best of her limited time with her son,
even if his wife was there.

Helen felt that her daughters-in-law were
unequal in their efforts to see her. One daughter-in-
law would frequently come into town (from 2 hr
away) to see her own mother and yet not call Helen
or stop by. This inequity of contact bothered Helen
and hurt her feelings. Jerry also described feeling
annoyed with his two daughters-in-law, claiming he
often was ‘‘walking on eggshells’’ around them
because their feelings were easily hurt. Andy shared
this perception of walking on thin ice around
daughters-in-law with children. He explained that
one daughter-in-law was more at ease and allowed
him and his wife to play with the children when
they visited, essentially giving permission to let the
children get dirty outside and tell them ‘‘do this’’
and ‘‘do that.’’ With Andy’s other daughter-in-law,
however, he felt he could not tell the grandchildren
how to behave, nor could he let them get into a mess
in the yard or around the house. Andy summed up
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this situation saying, ‘‘you have to find out the
mood of the spouse, and go from there.’’

Boundaries around parenting styles. Half of the
parents reported differences in ideas with their chil-
dren and in-laws about parenting. Parents, however,
were keenly aware this was not an area open to nego-
tiation, and therefore, often said nothing, even when
they felt parenting mistakes were being made. We
suspect that parenting is an area fraught with ambiv-
alent perceptions for older parents/grandparents
who do not coreside with their grandkids and have
only occasional visits. As an example, Mick’s com-
ment about seeing his children raise a family:

I don’t agree with the way they raise their kids.
But, they’re doing it and you’re not. So you
just think about it once in a while and let it
pass . . . you have to not put, some of your
thoughts into their situation, because you are
not there. You have to be flexible when dealing
with the kids. You cannot always, as the natives
would say, walk in their shoes. And if they
want to talk, you need to listen. And if they
ask for advice, then you can state what you
think. But you shouldn’t be trying to tell them
what they should be doing . . ..

Mick’s management strategy was to let go of
things that upset him but he could not change. Bob
admitted his children’s parenting styles got on his
nerves, ‘‘we have had the experience that they haven’t
had. And sometimes we feel that they are not doing
right sometimes with their children. But we don’t say
anything, that’s their thing. If they ask for advice, we
tell them. You just can’t, as much as you’d like to,
you just can’t.’’ Stepping back emotionally from the
situation was a reoccurring management strategy par-
ents used for ambivalent experiences.

Discussion

Our findings contribute to the developing concept
of ambivalence within the context of family relation-
ships by revealing two sources of ambivalence from
the perspective of older parents and by identifying
gender similarities among mothers and fathers.
Some previous studies found more obvious gender
differences in the intensity of ambivalent emotions

(Fingerman et al., 2004; Willson et al., 2003), with
women having stronger positive and negative emo-
tions. We note, however, that men also have mixed
sentiments about their adult children, suggesting
that ambivalence is a normal feature of parent-child
ties across the lifespan. Perhaps, when parents are af-
forded the opportunity to share the complexity of a
situation in an interview, they more freely report per-
ceptions of ambivalence in parent-child relationships.

Two core themes show that the busyness of
children’s lives and boundaries around communica-
tion are sources of ambivalence for older parents.
Descriptions of quality time with children places
children’s busyness into a bittersweet context. Par-
ents often desire more connection with their chil-
dren and delight in just knowing what children are
doing in their everyday lives. Some parents, even
those with children residing in the same town, have
limited knowledge of their children’s lives.
Although parents identify with their children’s
busyness because they too remember the fast-paced
nature of midlife, parents pine for more time
together. Children’s busyness is also a potential bar-
rier to parents asking for more time together or
requesting help.

Paradoxically, children are only busy ‘‘up to
a point,’’ and most, if called upon, willingly rear-
ranged schedules to help their parents in the short
term. Parents who have not yet needed to request
more time and help are uncertain about what the
future might hold. Ambivalence produced by this
uncertainty is remarkably parallel to what the litera-
ture depicts for the middle generation anticipating
the potential for caregiving (Lang, 2004; Lorenz-
Meyer, 2004). Not surprisingly, middle-aged adults
feel ambivalent about what to do if their parents
develop needs that require more time, money, and
decision making from them. What is interesting
from the voices of older parents in this study is that
parents also feel ambivalent about future requests of
help from their children.

We also explored older parents’ management
styles in dealing with intergenerational ambivalence.
Parents’ ambivalence about the busy nature of child-
ren’s lives influences how they negotiate relation-
ships with their adult children. Parents, for the most
part, keep mixed feelings to themselves and often
express hope that children would be helpful if the
need arose or if they asked for more time. Parents
consistently report reluctance toward asking for
help from their children, pointing to the structural
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constraints (i.e., time, money, location) their chil-
dren experience. Similar to research by Spitze and
Gallant (2004), parents’ strong feelings of indepen-
dence override any desire to share conflicting
thoughts with their children about potentially need-
ing care. Although not all parents will need care
from their adult children, it is possible that ambiva-
lent perceptions prohibit conversations between par-
ents and children about the realities of future
concerns. Perhaps, if parents and adult children rec-
ognized their mixed feelings were both normal and
shared by both generations, difficult conversations
about preparation for future care would be more
likely to occur.

We also found evidence that parents in our sam-
ple avoided overstepping boundaries related to their
children’s parenting practices and romantic relations
to promote family harmony. This finding supports
Pyke’s (1999) observations from interviewing three
generations of a family and fits with Bengtson and
Kuypers’ (1971) generational stake hypothesis. Par-
ents do not want to be a hindrance to children’s
busy lives and attempt to stay out of the personal
affairs of their children. Parents are cognizant they
are not in a primary parental role for their grand-
children. These findings are consistent with Cherlin
and Furstenberg’s (1986) concept of ‘‘norm of non-
interference’’ that depicts the grandparent role as
one in which intrusions into parenting advice are
carefully avoided.

Limitations. This study provides only one per-
spective—that of the parents. We do not know what
the children would say about their relationships with
their parents. Interviewing multiple family members
would likely reveal additional sources of ambiva-
lence. Additionally, use of a convenience sample may
have limited the scope of ambivalent-provoking sit-
uations. A more complete analysis of socioeconomic
class and ethnicity in relation to parent-child rela-
tions in later life is also necessary to further enrich
our knowledge of intergenerational ambivalence.

Implications, Future Directions,
and Conclusions

Our findings suggest strategies that practitioners rec-
ommend for fostering effective communication
among family members in informal and professional
settings. An awareness that both generations feel

ambivalent about future care needs can aid commu-
nication tactics and may be a starting point for diffi-
cult conversations. Lorenz-Meyer (2004) found in
her study on intergenerational ambivalence a ‘‘ritual
noncommunication’’ over issues that were particu-
larly emotional. According to her research, family
members may wait for others to bring up an avoided
topic. Our results support the possibility of ritual
noncommunication. We also found that some par-
ents and children are not discussing important
topics, such as meeting potential future care needs,
because they feel ambivalent about these issues.
However, the reality is that parents and children
share the same concerns.

Despite the literature documenting that most
caregiving to older adults is done by family members
(Raschick & Ingersoll-Dayton, 2004), ambivalence
in this area by both generations suggests that people
need reassurance and knowledge about support
mechanisms available in the family and in the com-
munity. Building on family strengths and identify-
ing a ‘‘point’’ person to orchestrate information and
care in the event of a health crisis might be useful
for families to discuss in advance. Future research
could further investigate the management of ambiv-
alence by starting conversations about care needs
when family members are healthy. It would be inter-
esting to know the outcomes and possible benefits
of parents and children initiating difficult conversa-
tions during quality time spent together. Everyday
tasks, even mundane ones, such as sharing a meal
together, can be seen as quality time together. Not
all conversations have to be totally positive in
nature; parents and children can also bond when
discussing sensitive or awkward issues with each
other. Practitioners can remind family members to
allow the expression of feelings and to not expect
immediate or resolute decisions when discussing
sensitive topics. By increasing awareness and provid-
ing skills to address these sources of ambivalence
(i.e., busyness of children’s lives, boundaries around
communication), family practitioners can help reduce
communication barriers between generations. Fam-
ily gerontologists, as well as family practitioners,
should recognize the strength and resiliency of older
parents.

Finally, although empathizing that adult children
are busy, it is also important to remind them that they
may be missing the last remaining years of their par-
ents’ healthy and independent lifestyles. We encour-
age professionals to acknowledge parents’ perceptions
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of the pace of their children’s lives and help older
parents and their children reflect on how this affects
their relationships. Taking steps to honor connec-
tions is important in supporting feelings of closeness
despite distance apart and limited time together.

Our study found that older parents are very capa-
ble of handling complex, ambivalent situations
within their families. Adult children and other fam-
ily members can benefit from knowing this when
they prepare for difficult conversations about topics
ranging from demanding work schedules, parenting
practices, and later life care needs. Consistent with
the idea of emotional poignancy (Carstensen et al.,
2000), aging is often associated with emotional mat-
uration because experiences over time may broaden
or deepen one’s ability to regulate the complexity of
human emotion (Labouvie-Vief & DeVoe, 1991).
Carstensen et al. suggested that older adults may
actually savor emotions in later years because of their
perception of time left in life. Perhaps, older adults
are not only capable of feeling intense, complex
emotions but are also actually better suited to handle
them and allow them to exist without resolution.
The notion of savoring complex, mixed emotions
lends support for the idea that older parents possess
the skills needed to manage ambivalence experiences
with their families.
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