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RESUMO

Introdugdo: A etapa do ciclo de vida das familias em que os filhos adultos saem de casa, expressa-se por alteragdes na dinamica das familias,
implicando reorganizagdo conjugal e redefinicdo das relagdes entre pais e filhos.

Objetivo: Analisar a perce¢do de casais sobre a sua conjugalidade em “ninho vazio”; analisar o desenvolvimento de casais e a funcionalidade
de familias em “ninho vazio”; descrever a adaptacdo dos casais a saida dos filhos adultos de casa; analisar os recursos que facilitaram a
adaptagdo dos casais a esta fase.

Métodos: Estudo descritivo exploratério de abordagem qualitativa. Participaram oito casais heterossexuais em “ninho vazio” (N = 16).
Amostra recolhida por “bola de neve”. Utilizada entrevista semiestruturada para recolha da informacdo. Tratamento e analise dos dados
realizados através da andlise de conteudo de Bardin, com categorias baseadas no Modelo Dinamico de Avaliagdo e Intervengdo Familiar.
Resultados: Os casais adaptam-se gradualmente as alterages inerentes a saida dos filhos de casa. Mostram-se satisfeitos com a
conjugalidade e com a interagdo mantida com os filhos. As divergéncias comunicacionais sdo ultrapassadas, ndo prejudicando o
desenvolvimento conjugal. As estratégias de coping foram eficazes. Nas mulheres, nota-se maior necessidade na dedicagdo a interesses e
atividades ludicas e de lazer.

Conclusao: Os casais estdo satisfeitos com a sua conjugalidade, adaptaram-se bem a saida dos filhos e abriram-se a familia. O enfermeiro
de saude familiar foi reconhecido como recurso facilitador deste processo de adaptacdo.

Palavras-chave: “Relagdo marital”; “ninho vazio”; “enfermagem familiar”; “satisfacdo conjugal”; “Modelo de Avaliagdo e Intervengdo
Familiar”

ABSTRACT

Introduction: Changes in family dynamics mark the phase in the family life cycle when adult children leave home. These changes involve
marital reorganization and redefining the relationships between parents and children.

Objective: To explore couples’ perspectives on their empty nest conjugality, analyze couples’ development and empty nest families’
functioning, describe couples’ adaptation to their adult children’s departure, and examine the resources facilitating couples’ adaptation to
this phase.

Methods: This is a descriptive exploratory study with a qualitative approach. The sample, recruited using the snowball method, consisted of
eight heterosexual empty nest couples (N = 16). Information was collected using semi-structured interviews. The data were treated and
analyzed using Bardin’s content analysis, with categories based on the Dynamic Model of Evaluation and Family Intervention.

Results: The couples gradually adapted to the changes caused by their children’s departure. They were satisfied with their conjugality and the
interaction maintained with their children. Communication differences were overcome and did not harm the marital development. The coping
strategies were effective. Female participants showed a greater need to dedicate themselves to interests and recreational and leisure activities.
Conclusion: The couples were satisfied with their conjugality, adapted well to their children’s departure, and opened to the family. The
Family Health nurse was recognized as a facilitating agent in this adaptation process.

“, « ”, u

Keywords: “Marital relationship”; “empty nest”; “family nursing”; “marital satisfaction”; “Model of Family Assessment and Intervention”

RESUMEN

Introduccidn: La etapa del ciclo de vida de las familias en que los hijos adultos dejan el hogar se expresa por cambios en la dindmica familiar,
lo que implica reorganizacion conyugal y redefinicion de las relaciones entre padres e hijos.

Objetivo: Analizar la percepcion de las parejas sobre su conyugalidad en el “nido vacio”; analizar el desarrollo de las parejas y la funcionalidad
de las familias en el “nido vacio”; describir la adaptacidn de las parejas cuando sus hijos adultos salir del hogar; analizar los recursos que
facilitaron la adaptacion de las parejas en esta fase.

Métodos: Estudio exploratorio descriptivo con abordaje cualitativa. Participaron ocho parejas heterosexuales en “nido vacio” (N = 16).
Muestra recolectada por “bola de nieve”. Para la recoleccién de la informacion se utilizé la entrevista semiestructurada. Procesamiento y
analisis de datos realizado a través del analisis de contenido de Bardin, con categorias basadas en el Modelo Dindmico de Evaluacion e
Intervencion Familiar.

Resultados: Las parejas se adaptan gradualmente a los cambios inherentes a la salida de sus hijos del hogar. Estan satisfechos con la
conyugalidad y con la interaccion mantenida con los hijos. Se superan las divergencias comunicacionales, no perjudicando el desarrollo
conyugal. Las estrategias de afrontamiento fueron efectivas. En las mujeres existe una mayor necesidad de dedicacion a intereses y
actividades ltdicas y de ocio.

Conclusion: Las parejas estan satisfechas con su conyugalidad, se han adaptado bien a la partida de sus hijos y se han abierto a la familia. Lo
enfermero de salud de la familia fue reconocido como un recurso que facilita ese proceso de adaptacion.

”,u

Palabras Clave: “Relacion matrimonial”; “ninho vazio”; “Enfermeria de la Familia”; “satisfaccién conyugal”; “Modelo Dinamico de Evaluacién

e Intervencion Familiar”
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INTRODUCTION

Family is a dynamic system that evolves over time, with bonds or relationships in which each member has roles and functions. It
is the first institution for individual socialization and development, presenting as primary functions the support and protection of
its members and the formation of the person’s family role (Relvas, 1996). According to Wrigth & Leahey (2013), the family can be
defined by who its members say they are, emphasizing the respect for significant relationships and becoming relevant in the
systemic approach to Family Care.

The family life cycle phase characterized by adult children leaving home, also known as the empty nest, brings new tasks to the
family members. The restructuring of conjugality and family interactions can cause difficulties and new needs. Thus, conjugality
becomes a challenge for couples whose children leave home, as they have to review their priorities and refocus on conjugality.
Family Health Nursing care is aimed at the family unit and its responses to transitions. Empowering families to develop skills that
allow them to adapt to the processes of change is an essential focus of this Nursing area. Thus, by analyzing empty nest families
from a developmental and functional perspective, it is possible to understand their trajectory, implement anticipatory care related
to the development of essential tasks foreseen for each phase, and prepare the family for future transitions (Figueiredo, 2012).
The Nurse Specialist in Community Nursing, in the area of Family Health Nursing, considers “... the family as a unit of care,
promotes its empowerment by focusing on the family as a whole and its members throughout the life cycle and its transitions.”
(Ordem dos Enfermeiros, 2018, p. 19357). To facilitate family responses during complex transitions, nurses’ specific skills include
analyzing family dynamics and identifying their difficulties, strengths, and growth potential in the face of change, promoting the
family’s awareness process regarding these aspects, exploring strategies and resources to improve family dynamics, and
encouraging more supportive relationships (Ordem dos Enfermeiros, 2018).

This study aims to contribute to the quality of nursing practices in this transitional phase of the family life cycle. It is based on the
research question “How do empty nest couples perceive their conjugality and family interactions?” and guided by the following
objectives: to explore couples’ perspectives on their empty nest conjugality, analyze couples’ development and empty nest
families’ functioning, describe couples’ adaptation to their adult children’s departure, and examine the resources facilitating
couples” adaptation to this phase.

1. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

The phase in the family life cycle when adult children leave their parents’ home is called “family with adult children” (Relvas, 1996),
“launching the children and moving on” (Carter & McGoldrik, 1995), or “empty nest.” This phase is characterized by recognizing
the adult state and independence of the children, which leads to the expression of emotional ambivalence and demands the
renewal of conjugality (Thapa et al., 2018).

The term “empty nest” is not consensual. Its conceptualization, in the 1930s, expressed a depressive dimension of family life, not
very favorable to its necessary restructuring (Relvas, 1996). Nevertheless, the term has taken root in the literature. Today, the
empty nest is discussed according to two perspectives: the pathological, associated with a depressive state, and the positive
transformative, related to the renewal of marital life.

Considering the pathological perspective, empty nest syndrome is a psychological condition that affects both parents when their
children leave home. It is characterized by the experience of feelings of grief, loss, fear, helplessness, difficulty in adjusting to new
roles, and changes in parental relationships (Bougea et al., 2019). This phase can be emotionally difficult for parents who
experience feelings of sadness, loneliness, and insecurity, as their children’s independence can cause changes in their lives (Kaur
& Kaur, 2021).

On the other hand, in its transformative perspective, the empty nest can be an exciting experience for the couple, becoming an
enriching, productive, and creative transition which revives their relationship. It is an opportunity for reconnection, a time for
renewing old friendships and hobbies, rekindling interests, continued personal growth, self-acceptance, and improved quality of
life (Bougea et al., 2019; Fonseca et al., 2022; Kaur & Kaur, 2021).

Understanding their children’s departure as a new adventure for development, rather than a loss, will help parents work through
the absence of their child(ren) from their home and learn to cope with the void associated with the so-called empty nest syndrome
(Kaur & Kaur, 2021). However, significant challenges are posed to the ability to resume or renew marital intimacy, possibly
overshadowed by the parental role and lost over the years (Thapa et al., 2018).

Marital satisfaction relates to relationship stability, strategies to manage differences, quality of daily interactions, respect,
admiration, and gratitude for the spouse, fostering acceptance, appreciation, and trust (Chaskelmann, 2020). Thus, empty nest
couples need to share their innermost feelings, support each other, and physically and emotionally care for one another to
reconnect in their conjugality (Thapa et al., 2018).

However, some studies argue that there is no significant change in couples’ lives after their nests are empty (Fonseca et al., 2022).
Through their therapeutic interventions, nurses help families develop interaction patterns adequate to the changes experienced
throughout the family life cycle and adopt more efficient and effective coping strategies. The Nurse Specialist in Community
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Nursing in the area of Family Health Nursing is responsible for carrying out interventions that promote couples’ empowerment to
cope with the challenges of family life cycle transitions, thus reducing their negative impacts.

The Dynamic Model of Family Assessment and Intervention (MDAIF) is an interactive and flexible model with a multidimensional
approach focused on family interactions and the complexity of the family system. It allows identifying families’ needs and
resources, establishing priorities, and planning and implementing interventions. It also encourages families’ participation in the
whole process to find solutions that promote change and restore families’ healthy functioning, thus strengthening the family unit
(Figueiredo, 2012). Figure 1 illustrates the MDAIF and its three evaluation dimensions, which are essential and relevant in

delivering nursing care to families.
MDAIF OPERATIONAL
MATRIX

A
Functioning of the
Structure Development ﬂ family system
Household income Marital satisfaction Caregiver's role
Residential building Family planning Family process

Adaptation to

Safety measures pregnancy

Water supply Parental role

Household pets

Figure 1 - Areas of Intervention by evaluative domains

Studies on nursing interventions facilitating the transition in the family life cycle when children leave home are scarce. Therefore,
it is essential to know families’ development and functioning to ground Family Health nurses’ interventions.

2. METHODS

2.1 Sample

This is an exploratory-descriptive qualitative study, with the participation of 16 individuals forming eight couples in the empty nest
phase. The sample was non-probabilistic and recruited using the “snowball” sampling technique (Coutinho, 2022) until data
saturation was reached. The inclusion criteria were to be a heterosexual couple with children, married or in a de facto relationship,
with an empty nest for more than six months. Couples with at least one child at home were excluded.

All ethical principles were met, and the Ethics Committee of the Health Sciences Research Unit approved this study (opinion no.
704/ 09-2020).

2.2 Data collection tools

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews, developed through a script with four open-ended questions and one
guestion for sociodemographic characterization. During the interviews, these questions were complemented to allow for greater
flexibility and freer and non-standardized data collection (Coutinho, 2022). The audio-recorded interviews were conducted
individually to avoid participants feeling embarrassed about their answers. Due to couples’ preference, the interviews took place
at their homes between December 2020 and February 2021, following the COVID-19 prevention measures. The interviews were
transcribed in full and content analysis was performed (Bardin, 2018). The participants’ language was respected in the
transcription, and conventions were used to record comments, interpolations, pauses, and silences.

2.3 Data analysis

The MDAIF (Figueiredo, 2012) was used to analyze and organize the data into areas of attention, operational dimensions,
categories, subcategories, and record units, considering their similarities and the thematic convergence of the content of the
narratives, thus achieving the results and allowing their discussion.
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The characteristics of the MDAIF and its dynamic, flexible, collaborative, and interactive nature make it essential for knowing,
assessing, understanding, and caring for families as a unit of care within PHC and Family Health Nursing and justify the choice of
this theoretical framework.

Two outside judges, experts in the categorization system, validated the analysis, adding rigor to the study.

3. RESULTS

Considering the MDAIF (Figueiredo, 2012), the presentation of the results begins with the “Structure” dimension, identifying the
family composition, family type, and extended family.

The study sample consisted of eight heterosexual couples who made up the household, married or in a de facto relationship,
between 32 and 50 years old. The women’s mean age was 61.9 years, and the men’s was 66.3 years. Half of the couples had one
biological child (50%), and the other half had two biological children (50%). Of the couples with two children, one had a deceased
child. The couples had been in an empty nest for a mean of 8.1 years (between 15 months and 14 years).

Next, the presentation of results continues with the “Development” and “Functioning of the family system” dimensions and their
areas of attention, operational dimensions, categories, subcategories, and record units. The “Development” dimension allows
understanding phenomena related to families’ growth and evolution in their life path (Figueiredo, 2012). The areas of attention
“Marital Satisfaction” and “Parental Role” were identified in this dimension, as shown in Figure 2.

DEVELOPMENT DIMENSION

Marital
Satisfaction

Parental Role

Adaptation to
children's
departure

Dynamic
Relationship

Couple
Communication

Sexual
Interaction

Figure 2 - Areas of attention and operational dimensions of the “Development” dimension

Marital Satisfaction focuses on the marital processes associated with the continuity of a satisfying relationship, understood as
supporting the various interconnected aspects (Figueiredo, 2012). In this dimension, the participants’ discourses focused on the
following operational dimensions: Relationship Dynamics, Couple Communication, and Sexual Interaction. There were no
narratives on sexual function, as illustrated in Figure 3.
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MARITAL SATISFACTION

.

Sexual
Interaction

Relationship
Dynamics

Couple
Communication

Sharing of
household chores
and
responsibilities,
role flexibility

Expectations and
beliefs about
sexuality

Tolerance for
differences of
opinion

Satisfaction with
the established
communication
pattern

Possibility or how
each expresses
their feelings

Expression of
affection in
intimacy

Opportunities fol
intimacy related
to resources
(time, space,
privacy)

Time spent
together

Frequency of
sexual
intercourse

Figure 3 - Operational dimensions of the area of attention “Marital Satisfaction.”

In the operational dimension “Relationship Dynamics,” the category “Sharing of household chores and responsibilities, role
flexibility” shows couples’ reorganization after their children’s departure - “Yes, in fact, | share more tasks now than before” (H2),
or their maintenance of daily routines and responsibilities - “Tasks were already shared ... our routines stayed the same” (H4).
The category “Possibility or how each one expresses their feelings regarding their spouse” shows evidence of favorable aspects -
“It’s just the two of us ... we are more united ...” (M5); “Our word is unity (...) there is always that void, and we have to be more
and more united” (H4).

Couples mentioned that after their children left home, the time spent together was a source of satisfaction - “We have more time,
I have more time for him and he for me.” (M5), for shared interests and joint activities - “(...) hikes and walks, everything with him,
together.” (M2). However, although without harming the couples’ relationship dynamics, some narratives pointed out signs of
dissatisfaction - “It is true that she sometimes ... is more evasive than me or more than | would like ... Maybe | would even like to
go for walks, but she prefers to stay... at home” (H7).

Still, in this category, it is possible to observe that the Covid-19 pandemic impacted the participants’ conjugality. It forced them to
do more activities at home, or in its vicinity, and to socialize less - “... normally when | went shopping, he would always go with
me, now with Covid, he doesn’t. Normally he doesn’t want to go, because of the pandemic (...)” (M6).

In the operational dimension “Couple Communication,” the category “Tolerance for differences of opinion” was identified - “... it
is true that sometimes we disagree with each other, but it can be solved, most couples have these things...” (H7).

The category “Satisfaction with the established communication pattern” was identified in some participants’ narratives - “... today,
looking at the situation, we are certainly closer to each other, we talk a lot more ...” (H7). However, not all participants expressed
this satisfaction. Some reported changes due to the lack of dialogue - “Sometimes | think we don’t talk enough, we sometimes run
away from certain situations, and we bypass them {(...), to avoid conflicts” (H6).

Understood as the relationship attributes that include the values and attitudes related to the expression of sexuality (Figueiredo,
2012), the operational dimension “Sexual Interaction” was organized into four categories presented below.

Considering the category “Expectations and beliefs about sexuality,” one of the couples identified differences regarding sexuality.
These differences were attributed to the lack of affection in the spouse’s family of origin - “... I don’t know if it has something to
do with the way he was raised (...) his parents were very cold people and never knew how to give love and | was raised poor, but
with a lot of love (...)" (M7).
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In the category “Expression of affection in intimacy,” the narratives revealed satisfied participants - “... Intimately, | think we are
more open (...) closer to one another...” (H6). However, some participants mentioned that intimacy with their spouses had become
less expressive - “In terms of affect (...) it broke a bit. Not for her but for me (...)” (H3).

Concerning the category “Opportunities for intimacy related to resources (time, space, privacy),” the analysis showed differences
of opinion among spouses. Female participants denied changes - “In terms of time, willingness, exchange of caresses? .... No, |
don’t think so, it hasn’t changed at all” (M6). On the other hand, the male participants reported an improvement in their intimate
relationship - “things have changed... we have more freedom... we feel more at ease...” (H6).

Finally, the “Frequency of sexual intercourse” was influenced by aspects inherent to each spouse and not directly attributed to
their children’s departure - “In terms of married life, it has more to do with the couple’s disposition (...) the changes that may occur
are also related with age, disposition, tiredness... It’s not the children’s departure” (M2).

Still, within the “Development” dimension, the area of attention “Parental Role” refers to the family roles characterized by the
family members’ behavioral patterns regarding their expectations and beliefs about the role resulting from the functional model
of the system and the cultural factors underlying it (Figueiredo, 2012). The content analysis revealed narratives only in the
operational dimension “Family adaptation to children’s departure” and its categories, as shown in Figure 4.

PARENTAL ROLE

Family adaptation to
children's departure

Redefinition of the
relationships with
their adult children

Integration of
relatives by affinity
and grandchildren

into the family

Satisfaction with the
relationship with the
children

Satisfaction with the
contact established
with the children

Figure 4 - Operational dimension and categories of the area of attention “Parental Role.”

Several phases were observed in the category “Redefinition of the relationships with their adult children” and differentiated
according to the accounts of the moment of transition. The phase immediately after the children’s departure seems to have been
experienced as an empty nest. Nevertheless, as time went by, the feelings were overcome, revealing a balanced adaptation - “Yes,
I missed them, | missed them, | felt sad, a bit of nostalgia, we were alone... but then with time everything goes away...” (H5).

Two subcategories were identified: “The financial support for the children” and “The supportive relationship between parents and
adult children.” The subcategory “The financial support for the children” demonstrated that children’s departure from home
sometimes implies an increase in parents’ expenses as they help their children financially and with the purchase of essential goods
- “... we give her close to 500 euros every month (...)” (H3). In the subcategory “The supportive relationship between parents and
adult children,” it is possible to observe relationship reciprocity, concern for the well-being, and mutual help, indicating that the
adaptation to this stage was achieved gradually, with the balanced redefinition of roles - “... so [we] the parents are here to help
in whatever is needed and then we also count on them” (H4); “If he has any problems, he calls us (...) if we have problems, we call
him, and he corresponds to our call, we do the same thing (...)” (H8).
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In the category “Integration of relatives by affinity and grandchildren into the family,” the analysis revealed that couples welcomed
and accepted all members, facilitating the creation of interactional bonds - “R. is like another son (...) he is an asset” (M5); “They
come here with the kids, and we are always playing (...). We have three grandchildren, two twins, and a little girl...” (H5).

The “Satisfaction with the relationship with the children” was evident, even in families whose children were geographically distant
- “... even far away he is always present. So much so that the day | shaved my hair he shaved his there! And while talking to me on
Facebook.” (M1); “The ties continue, the bonds have not been cut, quite the opposite...” (H7).

The category “Satisfaction with the contact established with the children” was identified and highly valued in the participants’
narratives. The contact softens the void caused by the children’s absence and provides reassurance by proving that they are well
- “Very important (...) by how they answer or how | see them through the video call, | know how they are (...) Talking to them,
listening to their voice, | can tell right away if they are well or not” (M6).

This category also includes the “Changes in contact with their children due to the pandemic.” For some couples, the pandemic
delayed the reunion with their children who emigrated. For others, it prevented them from visiting each other, socializing, and
doing activities together - “...but if it was not for Covid, he would already be here, he had everything arranged to come in June but
then this delayed everything...” (M1).

Next, the “Functioning of the family system” dimension is presented. This dimension refers to the levels of “... family interaction
that allow performing family functions and tasks based on the functional complementarity that supports the system and the values
that allow achieving its purposes, through the co-evolving processes that ensure continuity” (Figueiredo, 2012). As shown in Figure
5, the areas of attention identified in this dimension were “Caregiver’s Role” and “Family Process.”

FUNCTIONING OF THE FAMILY

SYSTEM DIMENSION

/—/\

Caregiver's Role Family Processs

Family
Coping

Family
Beliefs

Figure 5 - Areas of attention and operational dimensions of the “Functioning of the family system” dimension

The Caregiver’s Role represents an added responsibility with dependent elderly parents and the consequent need to provide care
and/or one of the spouses’ illness. Aging and dependency are relevant issues and represent challenges for the younger generation,
whose parents are in their care - “I had my mother sick, my father stayed home alone, and we had to alternate (...) something
could happen, right? They needed us...” (H4). By interfering with the functional and self-care ability, the illness of one member of
the couple led the spouse to provide all the expected support, with this role being valued and recognized - “He helped me in my
illness, without a doubt (...) He was my driver, he was my husband, he was my nurse, he was my everything” (M3).

The “Family Process” operational dimensions are “Family Coping” and “Family Beliefs.” Considering “Family Coping,” only the
women mentioned the need for facilitating resources - “I had my time occupied (...), and | had friends, yes (...) we went out for
coffee, had tea in the pastry shop” (M3). The category “Family Beliefs” presents the spiritual beliefs and values. The participants
demonstrated having accepted and adapted gradually to their children’s departure based on the belief that this was the normal
course of life - “Children are only ours when they are little. (...) life is just like that ... children cannot live at home forever, so parents
(...) have to think that they have to let go” (M7).

Beliefs about health professionals’ interventions were also observed. Most of the participants recognized that the Family Health
nurse could support them in redefining their conjugality. They specified that the Family Health nurse should pay attention to signs
of adaptation difficulties in order to intervene - “The nurse (...) could (...) direct us to what we should do to feel better, provide
advice (...)” (M8).
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4. DISCUSSION

At this phase of the family life cycle, according to Costa (2018), marital satisfaction is characterized by role redefinition,
relationship reconstruction, and continuity of daily activities without significant changes in the couples’ lives.

Living together in conjugality leads to creating habits and routines, requiring an adjustment in perspectives, expectations, and
behaviors towards the other. As Porreca (2019) and Silva et al. (2017) argue, the ability to renounce, give, talk, and be flexible
contributes to balancing the relationship dynamics and strengthening the marital relationship.

The couples’ time provided an opportunity to discover new interests and shared activities, as mentioned by Costa (2018). The
couples under study saw these activities limited by the pandemic phase and confinement. Nevertheless, unlike Silva et al. (2020),
the pandemic did not negatively affect these couples’ conjugality. Some reported becoming closer, using creativity and good
humor to overcome adversities. Several authors (Falcdo et al., 2020; Kaur & Kaur, 2021) have described this closeness during the
empty nest phase. Thus, it is impossible to attribute it only to the time experienced in pandemic confinement.

Regarding the established communication pattern, Chaskelmann (2020) notes that those who feel closer to their spouse tend to
invest more in the relationship, providing it with stability. Moreover, when faced with conflict situations, the couples’ best
strategy, as described in other studies (Silva et al., 2017), may appears to be to avoid the confrontation and exacerbation of marital
conflicts, maintain silence and reflect individually in order to understand the partner.

Regarding sexual interaction, each one’s beliefs and expectations and the length of the marital relationship allowed one or both
spouses to accept, adjust to, and understand each one’s individuality, corroborating Porreca’s findings (2019). The expressions of
affection and sexuality are experienced accordingly to the individuality and the marital model co-constructed over the years. Thus,
the differences found in the participants’ narratives can be considered functional in a marital relationship, as individual and marital
subsystems are articulated within a relationship, allowing its development (Silva et al., 2017).

The opportunities for intimacy related to resources (time, space, and privacy) allowed the sexual adjustment and acceptance of
each other’s physical changes. They also contributed to increasing marital satisfaction, namely the frequency of sexual intercourse
(Rocha & Fensterseifer, 2019). However, following the traditional models, this study’s female participants denied the existence of
any differences regarding this topic. In contrast, the male participants reported greater satisfaction with the current availability
and space for the couple.

The parental role, very specific to this phase of the family life cycle, proves to be controversial in what concerns the redefinition
of the relationship with adult children, as couples’ pride in their children for the autonomy achieved coexists with the concern and
sadness due to distance.

Nevertheless, couples adapt to this transition, gradually accepting and reducing the intensity with which they miss their children
(Kaur & Kaur, 2021). Also worth noting in this study is the supportive relationship between parents and adult children. As described
by Relvas (1996), the appreciation of interdependence allows sharing difficulties, advice, and experiences and providing assistance
at crucial moments in the lives of both. Couples/parents also maintain financial support for their children, constituting a significant
source of help (Camarano, 2020). The creation of a space with relationship reciprocity, relationship enrichment versus feelings of
abandonment (Relvas, 1996), occurs when the family system opens to grandchildren, sons- and daughters-in-law, and their
integration into the family, as confirmed by the couples under study.

The pandemic context caused the participants to feel sad and dissatisfied, which Silva et al. (2020) and Carmo et al. (2020) also
observed. Nevertheless, it did not cause maladjustments in the parent-child relationship. Families found new ways to adapt,
mainly through new technologies, as did other families in the same situation (Bung et al., 2020). The satisfaction with the contact
and quality of the relationship with their children expressed by couples can protect them from the empty nest syndrome. Over
time, the couples’ feelings of missing their children give way to adaptation through some level of connection between them (Kaur
& Kaur, 2021).

While caring for the well-being and autonomy of their children, empty nest couples face increased responsibilities associated with
the frailty, iliness, or disability of their parents or spouse. One of the family members’ iliness may represent a threat to functioning,
implying an adjustment in the reorganization process of the family’s structure, roles, and emotional relationships (Cunha et al.,
2018). Female participants demonstrated greater family coping skills, which is justified by the cultural association of the caregiver’s
role with women.

Couples use spiritual beliefs and values as forms of acceptance that help minimize the impact of adverse, stress-generating events.
As mentioned in previous studies (Figueiredo, 2012; Kraus et al., 2021), these beliefs and values incorporate hope and lived
experiences and relate to the search for meaning regarding life events and family continuity as a shared objective and project.
The beliefs about the health professionals’ intervention highlighted the nurses’ role as resource mobilizers and promoters of the
potential of the individual and marital subsystems. These professionals were considered guides in the couples’ decision-making.
The recognition of the role of Family Health nurses as facilitators of access to health care and their scientific skills (Figueiredo,
2012) emerges in this study as the appreciation and social acknowledgment of these health professionals’ role.

The schematic representation of the results obtained (Figure 6) illustrates a balanced family system, with permeable boundaries
with the outside, in harmony with the marital and parental subsystems at the levels of development and functioning. Balance is
achieved by interconnecting all areas of attention, operational dimensions and categories, and their influence on each other.
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Figure 6 - Schematic representation of the results

CONCLUSION

Couples in the empty nest phase revealed satisfaction with their conjugality and the interaction maintained with their children,
relatives by affinity, and grandchildren. Their differences in communication were overcome and did not harm marital
development. The spouses demonstrated affection and sexual expression differences that they considered not to be a problem.
They reported a mix of feelings caused by the children’s departure and gradually adapted to the inherent changes. The coping
skills seemed efficient, with female participants demonstrating a greater need for facilitating adaptation resources. The Family
Health nurse’s importance as a facilitator of this adaptation process was recognized.

The MDAIF allowed analyzing the results and understanding the couples’ perspectives on their empty nest conjugality, the
development and functioning of families, the couples’ adaptation to their adult children’s departure, and the resources that
facilitated this adaptation.

Not using the MDAIF as an initial guide for gathering information limited a more comprehensive analysis.

This study’s empty nest couples expressed overall satisfaction with this phase of their family life cycle, and their perspectives were
incompatible with the empty nest syndrome. It was also clear that the Family Health Nurses’ investment in conjugality and
parenthood are protective factors and should be used as strategies to empower couples, integrating anticipatory care in nursing
consultations.
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