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PREFACE 

This report is based on information collected from Minnesota families in the 
spring of 1983 as part of a north central region research project, NC~l64, 
entitled "Family Stress and the Middle Years of the Family Life Cycle." The 
study was made possible by the University of Minnesota Agricultural Experiment 
Station. We gratefully acknowledge the support of Richard Sauer, Keith 
McFarland, Signe Betsinger, and M. Janice Hogan. This Minnesota study will be 
merged with identical studies conducted in eight other states (Indiana, Iowa, 
Kansas, Kentucky, Louisiana, Michigan, Missouri, and Nebraska) in cooperation 
with the Office of Cooperative Research, Science and Education Administration, 
U.S. Department of Agriculture. 

The principal investigator on this project is Professor Pauline Boss. 
Professor Geraldine Gage is coinvestigator. A number of doctoral students in 
the Department of Family Social Science at the University of Minnesota, 
including Jan Greenberg, Gerald Hadd, Debra Pearce-McCall, and Anne Speckhard, 
have been involved in the project. We extend special thanks to Meredith 
Johnson, who did volunteer research work for the project, and Nanette McCann and 
Shannan Hughes, who were research secretaries on the project. We appreciate 
their high skill and expertise. 

Above all, we thank the Minnesota families who participated in this project. 
Without the time and effort these families gave in filling out the question
naires, this study would not have been· possible. 



INTRODUCTION 

People in the middle years, ages 35 to 65, are often called the "sandwich 
generation," caught between the financial and emotional demands of their aging 
parents and those of their growing children. We wanted to find out how families 
in these middle years are doing, what is stressful in their lives, and how they 
cope. We mailed questionnaires to a stratified random sample of households in 
Hennepin, Kittson, and Chippewa counties. We ·wanted to hear from representative 
counties of our state, both urban and rural. At least one member of 29 percent 
of the households, representing all income levels and many occupations, filled 
out and returned the 28-page questionnaire. 

We defined the mid-life sample as those families in which the wife was 35 to 
60 years old. We received completed questionnaires from both husband and wife 
in 189 families who met this criterion; information about an additional 35 mid
life families was provided by one spouse. The results of this study do not 
necessarily reflect the responses of all mid-life Minnesotan families. Although 
we attempted to acquire a representative sample, we will never know what respon
ses might have been for people who did not return questionnaires or for those 
who did not answer every question. Given·that the median annual income of the 
mid-life family households responding was $33,000, our findings may be biased 
toward those families that are coping financially. 

Considering all the people who answered a 
percentages that responded in various ways. 
slight deviations due to rounding error, the 
up to 100. 

particular question, we report the 
Therefore, with the exceptions of 
percentages for each question add 

SURVEY RESULTS 

Almost half (42 percent, 44 percent)* of these mid-life families reported 
living in cities with populations smaller than 2,500, and of these, three
quarters lived on farms (73 percent, 78 percent). About 20 percent (24 percent, 
21 percent) of the families live in a city with a population of more than 
50,000; in this case, Minneapolis. The ages of the women ranged from 35 to 60; 
their average age was 45. For men, ages ranged from 33 to 65, with an average 
age of 48. These people had been married for an average of 23 years, and the 
majority of families had two or three children. 

Most people identified themselves as Protestants (72 percent, 70 percent). 
About 20 percent (20 percent, 21 percent) were Catholic, and a small number were 
Jewish (4 percent, 4 percent) or other religious affiliations (4 percent, 6 
percent). The level of education achieved most frequently by both men and women 
was a high school diploma (mode= 12). The majority of the men were employed 

* When percentages are presented in parentheses, the first listing refers to 
husbands, the second to wives. 
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fulltime (79 percent) and 4 percent were unemployed. In contrast, only 21 
percent of the women were employed fulltime, 26 percent worked part-time, and 
one-third.(32 percent) considered themselves full-time homemakers. In general, 
men reported much larger personal incomes than women (men's median= $27,800; 
women's = $7,000). As indicated above, the median annual family income was 
$33,000. 

Managing and Coping with Finances in Mid-Life Families 

Although the families came from many different income levels, the majority 
thought their financial situation had improved (40 percent, 27 percent) or 
stayed the same (46 percent, 46 percent) over the past three years. More than 
half (57 percent) responded that they thought their income was enough to live on 
and to buy some extras. Less than one quarter (20 percent, 17 percent) thought 
they could afford everything they wanted. Only 8 percent of the respondents, 
both husbands and wives, reported they could not afford even the necessities. 
These findings may indicate that most mid-life Minnesota families are doing 
well, but they also could be a reflection of the relatively high incomes of 
those who responded to this survey. 

Both men and women reported that ther.e were a number of activities. they had 
engaged in increasingly over the past th:ree years to ease their financial situa
tion. More than half of the men and women used coupons, took advantage of sales 
and specials, and used self-serve gas. Other popular coping strategies include 
sending for refunds and calling long distance at times when the rates are low. 

We asked people whether certain events had occurred in their lives in the 
past three years. We also asked how distressing these events were to them. 
Overall, women reported the occurrence of more stressful events, than men, but 
nine of the ten most frequently reported stressful events were identical for 
both wives and husbands. The event that was most frequently reported by both 
spouses was that a member moved out of the household (88, 108). In many cases, 
this member was an adolescent leaving home. In families in which an adolescent 
had just left, more than three-quarter$ (80 percent, 76 percent) of both husband 
and wives said they felt good or very good about the adolescent leaving home. 
They reported, however, that they still thought about and talked about the 
adolescent often. 

Other frequently reported stressful events were: a relative died, the chores 
piled up, total income decreased, a member accepted a time-consuming voluntary 
job, a family member got married, and a family member demanded new privileges. 

Men and women differed 
three years. Wives rated 
or extremely stressful). 
stressful were: 

somewhat in their perception of the events of the past 
more events as causing a great deal of stress (quite 
The events husbands in mid-life families found most 

1. A family member experienced serious emotional problems. 
2. .. A family member died. 
3. A family member was involved with the courts, either as a victim 

or as a suspected perpetrator, or was involved in a lawsuit. 
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4. A family member dropped out of school without completing 
training. 

5. The husband 1 s or wife's parent died. 
6. Expenses exceeded income, requiring going into debt. 

The events wives in mid-life families found most stressful were: 

1. A family member experienced serious emotional problems. 
2. An aged parent was placed in an institution or nursing home. 
3. A sibling died. 
L1.. A family member was involved vJith the courts, either as a victim 

or as a suspected perpetrator, or vms involved in a lawsuit. 
5. The major ~Iage earner experienced a serious illness or 

accident. 
6. Married children "froze out" the parents, or an unmarried family 

member became pregnant. (These events occurred in fewer than 10 
of the families") 

Resources Used by Mid-Life Family Members to Cope 

V.le were interested in hmv families managed to cope with stressful events and 
with the challenges of everyday life. We found that wives and husbands dealt 
with stress in similar ways. The four most popular ways to cope with daily 
challenges, engaged in at least once a week by both men and women, were: 

l, Watching television. 
2. Attending church or participating in church-related activities. 
3. Facing problems head on. 
4. Sharing concerns with a close friend. 

Wives tended to use the fourth coping strategy (sharing concerns with a close 
friend) more than husbands did. In addition, the majority (64 percent, 64 
percent) of respondents thought their families were almost always supportive of 
each other during difficult times. 

Health and Mid-Life Families 

The majority of the men and women in the survey rated themselves as healthy 
or very healthy (82 percent, 78 percent). They also reported that their 
children were generally healthy. More than three-quarters (78 percent, 81 
percent) said they frequently or almost always practiced good nutrition, but 
fe\•rer than one-third (28 percent, 31 percent) frequently or almost always 
exercised to maintain fitness. Although the majority (61 percent, 78 percent) 
usually had regular medical and dental checkups, almost half (49 percent, 49 
percent) reported that they seldom or never practiced safety habits such as 
buckling up their seat belts or wearing bicycle helmets. 

More than 60 percent (64 percent, 63 percent) of both sexes said they 
sometimes are irritable, but more ·wives (55 percent) than husbands ( 42 percent) 
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said they sometimes or frequently were depressed. Half (52 percent) of the 
husbands and almost three-quarters (70 percent) of the wives had never smoked; 
27 percent of the men and 28 percent of the women had never used alcohol. 
Fifteen percent of the men and 8 percent of the women said they frequently or 
almost always used alcohol. 

Satisfaction with Life in Mid-Life Families 

In general, these Minnesotans reported being satisfied with their lives and 
their significant relationships. Overall, the majority thought their spouses 
(92 percent, 81 percent), children (87 percent, 86 percent), parents (71 
percent, 67 percent), friends (76 percent, 82 percent), work (67 percent, 65 
percent) and leisure activities (75 percent, 71 percent) had had a g0 od effect 
on their lives. They thought their lives were hopeful and worthwhile, and most 
people also described their current lives as reasonably interesting and 
enjoyable. When asked to rate how satisfied they were with their life as a 
whole, fewer than 12 percent (11 percent, 10 percent) said tbey were 
dissatisfied. In fact, about half of the Minnesota families in this study 
thought they were completely satisfied (46 percent, 52 percent) with their lives 
as a whole. 

The majority of husbands and wives (59 percent, 54 percent) were satisfied 
with their family lives and their relationships with their spouses (67 percent, 
58 percent) and their children (60 percent,.63 percent). More men than women 
were very satisfied with their marital relationship, however. In this study, 
only 7 percent of the men and 13 percent of the women described their marriages 
as unhappy. · 

Agreement Between Husbands and Wives 

A 1984 University of Minnesota dissertation prepared by Gerald Hadd examined 
how much husbands and wives agreed on various items in our survey. Findings 
indicated that the more objective an item was, the higher was the level of 
spousal agreement. Also, as agreement between spouses increased, the amount of 
stress reported by each spouse decreased. So disagreement between spouses 
seemed to be related to their reports of how much stress they were experiencing. 
In addition, the degree of adaptability or flexibility that a couple reported 
having was predictive of how much agreement they reported. 

SUMMARY 

Mid-life Minnesota families in this study reported that a number of stressful 
events had occurred in their families in the past three years. The experience 
of an adolescent leaving home appeared to be one particularly common stressor 
event for mid-life families. Future analyses will investigate how different 
families cope with this change. These families reported responding to stress in 
a number of different ways, including watching television, attending church, and 
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getting support from other family members. 
spouses seemed to be related to their level 
or coping ability. 

The amount of agreement between 
of stress and to their adaptability 

In general, Minnesota families reported being fairly well-off, both 
financially and in terms of their satisfaction with life. Although this may not 
be an accurate picture of all Minnesota families, the people who participated in 
our survey seemed to be coping successfully. The followup survey and further 
analyses will yield more important information·to aid in understanding the 
experiences of mid-life families in Minnesota. 
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