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ONE

Introduction

Nancy Worth and Irene Hardill

Lifecourse research is undertaken by researchers from across the social
sciences, often working in a multidisciplinary context, using the
lifecourse as an underpinning concept and/or a method of study. In
this book we aim to represent the diversity of lifecourse methodologies
employed in the social sciences, as well as having a concern for
epistemology — how different knowledge claims are connected to our
research practices. Moreover, the contributors in this edited book
emphasise how different theoretical frameworks and positionality affect
the research process — each contributor examines the challenges of
their research design and how they worked through methodological
issues — providing reflexive accounts of the process of lifecourse research,
including a focus on ethical issues.

This collection has its origins in a series of conference sessions
held at the American Association of Geographers’ (AAG) Annual
Meeting in 2012 in New York City. Besides a theme of lifecourse
research, we were interested in hearing methodological reflections
— why researchers approach particular questions in particular ways.
Geography matters to all social scientists who employ the lifecourse
as a concept and a method of enquiry, as spaces and places form the
geographical context of a person’s lifecourse. Inspired by the work
of Law (2004, p 5), who argues that ‘methods, their rules, and even
more methods’ practices, not only describe but also help to produce
the reality that they understand’, we turned our attention to methods
in lifecourse research not as a primer on how to do research but as a
way of thinking though the power of method to generate the results
of our research. It seemed to us that these vital questions of practice
are often left out of published empirical and theoretical work on the
lifecourse, where discussions of the complexities of research design and
its implementation are sacrificed in favour of polished accounts of final
results. The AAG sessions provoked a lively discussion about how we
do lifecourse research in different ways both within and across social
science disciplines. We also shared stories of what methods worked in
our research, which ones failed spectacularly and which ones needed
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to be adapted carefully to fit our inquiries, thinking through multiple
ways of understanding ‘best practice’and being ethically responsible to
our research participants. Returning to Law (2004) and his wider call
for more ‘mess’in social science research, this collection represents our
efforts to draw attention to how methods capture social life.

Conceptualising the lifecourse: age, generation and
transition

The lifecourse implies not simply chronological age but addresses
individual and collective trajectories of experience in space, in place
and through time as these are shaped by events, roles, memory and
retrospection. As defined by the well-known sociologist and pioneer
in the field, Glen Elder, the lifecourse is ‘a sequence of socially defined
events and roles that the individual enacts over time’ (Giele and Elder,
1998, p 22). A lifecourse approach affords researchers the possibility
to examine an individual’s life history using a variety of data gathering
tools, and to understand how early events influence future decisions
and events such as marriage and divorce or involvement in crime.
Engaging qualitatively or quantitatively with time, space and mobilities
enables a more finely grained understanding of everyday life, and the
uncovering of how the personal is interlinked with the immediate and
wider social context.

Sociologists began using the lifecourse as a framework tor the study
of human lives and social change in the 20th century. The lifecourse
as a theoretical orientation came from the desire to understand social
pathways, their developmental effects, and their relation to personal and
social-historical conditions. From this innovative work the lifecourse
as an organising concept and a research method began to be employed
by academics across the social sciences.

The pioneering study The Polish Peasant in Europe and America
(1918-20) was undertaken by Thomas and Znaniecki, and made use of
life histories and trajectories. Thomas argued for the employment of a
longitudinal approach (cf Mortimer and Shanahan, 2004), a view that
was echoed by C., Wright Mills (1959) in the post war period. Within
psychology, ambitious longitudinal studies were undertaken before the
Second World War. One indicative example is the Oakland Growth
Study of children born in 1920-21 (Jones et al, 1971). Such studies
collected a wealth of data and some extended to study their research
participants into adulthood. The participants in these childhood
studies experienced enormous social change, and the wealth of data
collected resulted in the emergence of new ways of thinking about
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human lives and development. The changing demographic profile of
the population, the result of increasing longevity, declining fertility and
mortality, led to social scientists seeking to understand the lives of older
people. This field of research was pioneered by Bernice Neugarten in
the 1950s (Neugarten, 1996), and such studies helped to demonstrate
the enormous diversity of people’s lives, and how social norms give
meaning to, and even direct, individual trajectories.

A turther push towards the more complex treatment of human lives
through longitudinal research projects occurred in the 1960s, and
involved both prospective and retrospective data collection. Such an
approach allowed for the collection of detailed life histories (Giele and
Elder, 1998). This innovation went hand-in-hand with developments
in empirical procedures, statistical techniques and interpretative
approaches, which are at the heart of quantitative lifecourse research
(Giele and Elder, 1998). Although lifecourse developments in the
US have been quantitative to a large extent, a distinctive emphasis in
European studies has centred on using individual biographies and in-
depth interviews (Heinz and Kriiger, 2001). Social scientists have also
placed emphasis on understanding the context in which individual lives
are lived, including social pathways, such as the family cycle, which
was conceived of as a set of ordered stages (Hill, 1970). A second such
organising concept that has been used is of the ‘career’. The career
has been employed as a way of linking roles across the lifecourse for
individuals and the households in which they are situated (Green et
al, 1999).

In contemporary research on the lifecourse, three concepts
predominate — age, generation and transitions, which in the following
sections we examine in detail. Age is relational, employed to add context
to lived experience, while generation is used as a way of temporally
positioning people in relation to one another, while the concept of
transitions is used to think through change across the lifecourse.

Age from a lifecourse approach

Before we go further we will distinguish age as biological/physiological
ageing, chronological age and age as a social construction. Biological
ageing is the progressive decline in physiological ability to meet
demands that occur over time. Chronological age refers to the number
of years a person has lived. Age as a social construction refers to the
social understandings and significance that are attached to chronological
age. This understanding of age can structure the lifecourse through
age expectations, social timetables, and generalised age grades such
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as childhood. Age represents not only a point in the life span and a
historical marker but also a subjective understanding about the temporal
nature of life. From a lifecourse approach, age is relational — adding
context across an individual’s experience and allowing comparison
to a cohort (Hopkins and Pain, 2007). Both age and lifecourse can
be understood as socially constructed — what it means to be 18 for
example depends on one’s culture, as do the various age boundaries
that are seen as important. In general,

the life course is organized around the systen of labour that
prevails in society. This applies to the shape of the lifecourse
— its most obvious temporal ordering today has become
the tripartition into periods of preparation, ‘activity’, and
retirement — as well as to its organizing principle. (Kohli,
1986, p 272)

Work also structures many of our transitions through the lifecourse
(Marshall et al, 2001). However, there is increasing attention on
‘alternative’ lifecourses that challenge age boundaries, including lifelong
learning (Biesta and Tedder, 2007) and children working (Jennings et al,
2006). Studies of age from a lifecourse perspective are often rooted in
place — including school, the workplace and retirement communities.
This focus on age segregated institutions reflects the organisation of
many societies in the global north, yet this is slowly changing to reflect
less rigid adherence to the tripartite schema of education, work and
leisure as, for some, lifestyles and life choices become less tied to age
expectations.

A further illustration of the power of the lifecourse to unite social
scientists and scientists was recently seen in the UK in the New
Dynamics of Ageing Research Programme (NDA), which was
established by five of the UK Research Councils to better understand
the way in which older people’s lives may be changing as a result of
social, economic and technical developments.' Although the lives of
people over 50 years was the focus of study (Hennessey and Walker,
2011; Walker, 2007), the lifecourse was employed as an underpinning
concept and as a method of study (Hardill and Olphert, 2012;
Schwanen et al, 2012). With the exception of research on lifecourse and
migration, there has tended to be more interest in the lives of children
and young people and of older people, than in those in adulthood and
midlife (although see Katz et al, 2012).
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Generation and intergenerationality

Generation is employed within the social sciences as a way of temporally
positioning people in relation to one another within a family lineage
and also has extra-familial uses that attempt to group people based
on their time of birth, though the latter is also defined in terms of
cohort (Alwin and McCammon, 2003; Szydlik, 2012). Drawing on
the notion of generations developed by Karl Mannheim (1952 [1927])
in his essay, ‘On The Problem of Generations’, in which he recognised
that generations are not internally homogeneous but consist of
‘generational units’ that can be differentiated based on factors including
class, human geographers have examined the sociospatial consequences
of the generational ordering of society. This extra-familial notion of
generation is more or less analogous to the demographic notion of
‘cohort’, a concept that refers to a group of people born within a
particular period of time.

Traditionally social scientists have compartmentalised the study
of age into the study of younger and older generations (midlife
has been studied less), but the concept of intergenerationality can
also be employed to think relationally, addressing connections and
interactions between generational groups (Vanderbeck and Worth,
2014). Viewing intergenerationality as an aspect of social identity
suggests that individuals’ and groups’ sense of themselves and others is
partly based on generational difference or sameness. Moreover, these
1dentities are not seen as fixed but dynamic, with variability reflecting
differently situated contexts including systems of kinship and cultural
understandings of age and generation. Intergenerationality has largely
been studied within the family, including intra-family geographies of
parenting, parent—child relations, grandparent—grandchild relations,
and extra-familial relations. Through this approach how people’s lives
are linked and interdependent has been studied, including geographies
of childhood, old age and gendering.

Transitions and trajectories

Finally, a recent development in lifecourse research involves paying
attention to transitions, particularly to young people (such as transitions
from youth to adulthood or transitions they make between institutions
such as school and university), but there is also work on transitions
in familial relations in later life, including grandparenthood and
retirement. Transitions are periods of change; they are dynamic rather
than determined, marking positional change within life trajectories,



