429
MIDLIFE CRISIS IN THE NIGERIAN FAMILY:
COUNSELLING IMPLICATION
Justina I. Reamen, (Ph.D),
Department of Psychology,
Federal College of Education,
Obudu.

Godwin Agbakala
Department of Psychology,
Federal College of Education,
Obudu.

Jean Ada Ako, (Ph.D)
Department of Educations and General Studies,
University of Agriculture,
Makurdi.

Abstract
A midlife crisis is defined by researchers as a period of personal
turmoil and challenges in coping occurring in people of ages 40
through 60 and brought on by fears and anxieties about growing
older-the sensing of the passing of youth and the imminence of
old age and death. Most people will experience some form of
emotional transition during that time of life. A transition that
would cause you to take stock of where you are going in life and
make some needed adjustments to the way you live your life,
sometimes transition experienced in these years, such as ageing
in general, menopause, the death of parents or children leaving
home, can trigger such a crisis. Most people come through the
process smoothly without making major life changes, for others
midlife crisis is more complicated. It can be an uncomfortable
time emotionally which can lead to depression and the need for
psychotherapy. Those within the midlife bracket form the bulk
of the cream of the society; in other to achieve the millennium
development goals, these group of people need to be sound in
mind and health so as to help contribute positively towards
achieving the objectives of the millennium development goals.
This paper however examines the triggers of midlife crisis and
proffers some counseling intervention to help cope with the
crisis.
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A central issue in the lives of
young adults is the anxiety and anticipation
of a midlife transition, as they enter middle
adulthood. In a research of middle age men
and women, Daniel Levinson; argued that
this transition is for many a crisis,
specifically he argued the idea that this
crisis was a time of struggle and a feeling
of being struck down by life (Myers,
1998). The research of Levinson has led to
recent research about a possible midlife
crisis that has helped to find answers to
many questions. What is midlife crisis? Is
it universal through cultures and genders?
When does it occur? What causes it? Is it
real?, etc.
Midlife is a time of contradictions,
various developmental theories have
depicted midlife like adolescence as a time
of strum and drang. Men have been
thought to experience a midlife crisis
deriving from the recognition of their own
mortality. As thought of death and what
happens after death takes an unsettling
dimension, (Biggs 1999); spouses are no
longer young and robust. Sex is becoming
a less frequent event and man begins to
seriously mourn the death of youth.
Thought of escape or finding the fountain
of youth begins to drive more of the
thought process, (Dryden, Woove and
Strawbidge 2003). With seeming demise of
spontaneity, man begins to feel trapped in
a routine that is no longer satisfying and
will not lead to a desired end as earlier
hoped. All these are sign posts of midlife
crisis. To restore a sense of adventure,
younger and brighter clothes begin to fill
the closet, this is much like the character

430
played by Norbert young in N.T.A. weekly
programme titled “edge of paradise”. For
women, midlife has been hypothesized to
be either a time of emptiness and
depression stemming from the empty nest
syndrome or from menopause (Shechy,
1995) or alternatively a time of frantic
overload from juggling the multiple roles
of parents and caretaker for elderly parents,
members of the extended family etc. For
some individuals, midlife is a time of
struggle, being forced to cope with
problems, both of one’s self and also those
of parents, spouses and siblings. Problem
with troubled adolescents, infertility,
divorce,
widowhood,
and parental
bereavement; for others, however midlife
may be a time of achievement and relative
comfort. It is only in this context that the
millennium development goals can be
achieved.
The objectives of millennium
development goals include eradicating
extreme poverty, reducing child mortality
rate, fighting disease epidemics such as
AIDS and developing a global partnership
for development. It is also its aim to
encourage development by improving
social and economic conditions in the
world’s poorest countries. The focus of
MDGS is on three major areas of human
development bolstering human capital;
improving infrastructure and increasing
social, economic and political rights with
the majority of the focus going towards
increasing basic standard of living which is
the worry of mid-lifers. In the light of the
above context, the writers examine the
causes/effects and the coping strategies
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used in coping with these midlife issues in
the Nigerian family.
What is Midlife Crisis?
Midlife is commonly seen as a
transition phase in human life. This
transition phase covers the period from 35
to 60 years. Midlife crisis is something that
happens to many at some point during their
lives usually at about 40 years to 60 years
of age. Midlife is a period when the
individuals involved generate constructive
and useful ideas for sustainable
development of the nation. It is not a
period to be plaqued with both mental,
physical and psychological problems
because this would bring about crisis
which hinders national development.
Levinson, (1987) saw midlife as a crisis,
believing that the middle age adult is
suspended between the past and the future,
trying to cope with this gap that threatens
life’s continuity. Vailent, (1997) concluded
that just as adolescence is a time for
detecting parental flaws and discovering
the truth about childhood, the forties are a
decade of reassessing and recording the
truth about the adolescent and adulthood
years the period of middle age is typically
marked with physical changes, loss of
reproductive capacity in women. As well
as new responsibilities of caring for
younger children and grand children and
also older parents. Also this period of time
is one in which adults take on new
responsibilities at the work place and
therefore often feel a need to reappraise
previous life structures with an aim to
making revisions while there is time,
(Huyek, 1997).
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The term midlife crisis was
originally coined by Jacques Elliot who
claimed that people encounter crisis as
they realize their own mortality and a
change in time frame from “time since
birth” to “time left to live” Shek, (1996).
Specifically, the midlife crisis is often
thought to include worries about the future,
inability to enjoy leisure time, a feeling
that health is deteriorating, a negative
evaluation of the marital relationship, a
negative evaluation of work life and stress
arising from taking care of the elderly
(Shek, 1996).
Midlife crisis is an emotional state
of doubt and anxiety that is normally
associated with age and affects adults both
men and women between the age of 35 and
60 years. It can last up to 2 years and as
long as 10years. However most people can
be thrown into this emotional state with
any major life crisis such as bereavement,
grief, loss, illness or divorce that can
happen at any age; it commonly involves
reflection on what the individual has done
with his or her life up to that point, or
questions on why things happen. Feelings
that not enough has been accomplished or
goals still not achieved. Thoughts and
feelings of fear, frustration, feeling lost and
confused about identity are often present.
A person experiencing midlife or
major life change will have symptoms such
as Boredom and exhaustions, or frantic
energy, self questioning and doubts leading
to low self esteem, feelings of lost identity,
losing control, fears and frustration,
spending more time alone or waiting to
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spend most of the time out; day dreaming,
loss of focus and concentration, irritability,
unexpected anger and stress, alcohol, drug,
food or other compulsions. Currently
decreased or increased ambition, paying
more attention to appearance or buying,
more expensive items, contemplating or
having an affair especially with someone
much younger (Staudinger and Bluck,
2001).
Manber, (2008) also affirmed that
when midlife strikes a woman especially a
mother, she may take a new stance that
appears selfish while she seeks to do
something solely for herself. She may
reflect on her life and resent those around
her for taking her for granted and keeping
her “trapped”. Such women are inclined to
leave family behind to seek happiness
elsewhere and often with somebody who
understands them. Men on the other hand
may experience the feeling that life is
slipping away and they are not really alive
any more, but are simply going through the
motions. They often look to the past when
they felt most alive, attempt to recreate that
passion and energy by reinventing
themselves, dressing younger, hanging out
with younger people drinking excessively
and often being romantically involved with
younger women. Both genders often
experience depression.
Causes of Midlife Crisis
The focus of MDGs is on three
major areas of human development
bolstering human capital, improving
infrastructure and increasing social,
economic and political right with the
majority of the focus going towards
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increasing basic standard of living which is
the worry of midlifers. At midlife
individuals are expected to have
established a family, found a clear career
direction in which they peak and have
taken on responsibility with respect to their
children, their own ageing parents and
sometimes their community. People grow
up with definite dreams of what they
expect life to be like. Failure to achieve all
expected plans would result in crisis. The
following have been highlighted as causes
or sources of crisis at midlife by Zasha,
(2005).
Setting wrong goals, building our
lives pursing shaky, poor or wrong goals
can have severe consequences at midlife.
This has to do with the philosophy that
says the worth of a man consists in the
abundance of his possessions, in the
position he occupies, the role he plays and
his appearance especially youthful
appearance. There is a danger in spending
out youthful lives hoping to find meaning
and significance in status, power, wealth,
pleasure, recognition in public places. For
when people structure their lives around
these goals, their lives are bound to begin
to collapse as the ambitions around the
goals begin to crumble. The effect in old
age can be very depressing (Zasha, 2005),
further stressed that, failure at work, in
marriage or life goals, in the advancing age
and reduced prospects of major change can
bring depression in midlife.
Defective conception of what life
is all about; Feeling that life consists in the
abundance of our possessions and the
height of our positions in society. This
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conception of life drives us to give undue
attention to the things we have, the
position we occupy, what we wear, how
we look, the kind of job we do, the type of
car we ride, the kind of house we live in.
this mindset puts us on the path seeking to
find meaning and purpose in life through
status, power, wealth and social class. Any
perceived failure to attain any of or all
these bring in a serious crisis in our lives.
Marriage problems: could be
triggered by a significant event such as
divorce which can be caused by loss and
temptation for extra marital affairs, failure
to develop a good marriage relationship
during the early years of life. Career
climbing begins to take its tool in midlife.
Financial
uncertainty/financial
pressures intensify at midlife. Teenagers,
clothing, fees, a large house, coping with
extended family demands among others,
all constitute financial crisis at midlife.
They are frustrated with so many things
that they have not achieved leading to
casual attitude towards work and life. For
example, a 55 year old man who owns no
house, no reasonable property or a hefty
bank account begins to worry about
impending retirement. This same person is
probably worried about the children’s
maladaptive behaviours and lack of
stability. He takes time to ponder over
assorted debilitating diseases of old people
(senile or old age diabetes, lower back
pain, decreased digestive systems and
declining sexual performance, high blood
pressure, neumatoid arthritis among others.
Such an aging man is worried, not only
because of lack of achievement over the
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years but also because of the apparent
inability to provide for the nuclear and
extended family set-ups.
An era of economic downturn may
accelerate midlife crises as people are
overstretching themselves inordinately to
unimaginable limits to make ends meet.
One individual may operate more than
three off jobs, private economic activities a
day in order to cope with economic
demands. Denga and Udoh, (2002) further
stressed that citizens who overwork or
engage in excessive overtime in order to
improve their economic standing tend to
become rather spent, sick from time to
time, depressed, weary and burnt out. A
repeated or protracted incidence of body
abuse could affect man at midlife.
Furthermore, economic hardship
could adversely affect the quality of life
including the nutritional content of what
such people eat. Malnutrition could trigger
the aging process of man. Economic
austerity has a lot to do with inability to
seek dependable medical care. Poor people
generally look older than their actual age at
midlife. This is because a lack of basic
wants is capable of unleashing social,
psychological and medical problems.
These problems acting conjointly may
accelerate midlife crises.
Physical changes: appearance,
declining energy and endurance. For
women the onset of menopause is a clear
signal that things are no longer the same
the collapse of breast in women and the
changing shape and figure can be
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traumatizing for women. Loneliness, and
anxiety intensify in midlife especially for
women, as children grow up and go out
and the husband is glued to his career
struggling to make sure he makes it
sometimes as the children leave the house
and the husband and wife are left alone,
long suppressed or tolerated faults and
deficiencies come to the fore and create
severe tensions on marriage. Divorce or
another wife becomes attractive but also
bring along added tensions.
The impact of midlife crisis in the
family/MDGs can be greatly affected. If
someone is going through a crisis point in
life, the stability, productivity in the work
force, trust and commitment of a
relationship is thrown into question.
Increased anger and frustration arises
causing arguments, conflicts, resentment
and pain for the family. For some, radical
changes take place, these can be
devastating. As this is an emotional state of
doubt and anxiety, it can have a major
impact like blood pressure and can cause
heart attacks or a stroke. The stress alone
can lead to depressions that have major
implications on your health. All these
issues will hinder the MDGs.
How then can men and women
cope with the series of happenings events,
traumas, processes and experiences that
have come to be known as midlife crisis?
Coping with Midlife Crisis
Coping with midlife according to
Zasha (2005), takes time and energy, but it
can help you find greater satisfaction and
pleasure in life. To effectively cope with
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crisis requires identifying the source of the
particular crisis we are facing or going
through. Some of the symptoms are not
physically based you can keep your body
in shape and enjoy yourself as you mature
without experiencing a crisis. According to
them, ten ways to cope include the
following:

Accept and share your feelings,
aging is inevitable, you must also accept
that you are no longer young and that you
are not immortal the journey from youth to
middle age and on into old age seem
frightening and painful but you can also
see it as an opportunity to re-evaluate and
perhaps change the direction of your life.

Regularly spend time thinking
about your life. Instead of fleeing from an
old identify, actively and collaboratively
create a new one choose a way that
incorporates the straights, abilities and
aspects you appreciate about yourself and
blend it with new goals behaviors, hobbies
and interests that will lead you to a
desirable outcome that enhances your life
and mental health at no cost to those
around you.
 Rediscover your spouse as a friend and
lover-spend time each week even if it’s
just a few hours away from children
and distractions
 Set new goals which are both realistic
and exciting
 Try new things like sports, hobby or
enroll for a school programme.
 Travel to a country which has always
fascinated you.
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Spend special time each week with
your family/children.
Speak to a therapist or join a self help
group to work on compulsive
behaviour such as eating, drinking,
working or sex.
Improve your nutrition. Stop smoking
and get your body in shape, see your
doctor for a complete exam and
advice about exercise
Observe the five wells of a healthy
midlife crisis thus eat well, exercise
well, rest well, sleep well, pray well.

Implications for Counseling
The following can be considered for
counseling implication
1.
The guidance counselor is vast
with the responsibilities of helping
people in midlife to live positively
and find great satisfaction and
pleasure in midlife.
2.
Effective counseling programme
can be organized to assist midlife
individuals to cope with their
marital problems, psychological,
physical, social, economic and
physiological problems which are
usually transferred from home to
their work place thereby causing
them to develop, stress, high blood
pressure, or hypertension. This can
avert hastened death or depressive
syndrome.
3. counseling strategy if well channeled
can be used to give tips to midlife
individuals on how to cope with the
crisis by teaching midlife individuals
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how to set new goals which are both
realistic and exciting.
Conclusion
Mid-lifers are care givers, they
care for aged parents, spouses, children
and they are productive in the industrial
world. They need stability for a sustainable
MDGS. Attaining midlife is a privilege not
many people reach in a country like
Nigeria. This privilege comes with crisis as
well as grave challenges. Each of us has a
personal responsibility to face the
challenges and enjoy the benefits of
midlife. For most people the dreams of a
good education, good marriage, successful
career, a good house, drive in a good car
and raise good children etc, don’t usually
come true. The ugly realities sets in when
good jobs don’t come easy and before long
they see youth slipping by, while they do
everything imaginable to cling to youth
with all passion, resulting and hiding
anything that would suggest that they are
getting old. Growing old is a wonderful
privilege that must be received with
gratitude it is silly to expect to live long
and yet reject growing old preferring to
remain young forever even when the body
is shouting old age. It is essential to bear in
mind that there is more to life than this life.
We need o reject the view that a man’s life
consists of his possessions, his position
and how he looks.
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