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Life Course Perspective, Paradigm, Theory
The life course perspective, refers to a multidisciplinary paradigm for the study of 
people's lives, structural contexts, and social change. This approach encompasses 
ideas and observations from an array of disciplines, notably history, sociology, 
demography, developmental psychology, biology, and economics. In particular, it 
directs attention to the powerful connection between individual lives and the 
historical and socioeconomic context in which these lives unfold

Glen Elder, University of North Carolina





The Life Cycle: Biology and Social Sciences
• Biological: early infancy – infant and child development (physiological 

changes in brain functioning, growth, ability to walk, communicate, reason, 
learn). 
• Puberty– development of sexual capacity and bodily changes

• Physiological decline – appearance, loss of mobility, aging

• Social Stages:  Childhood, Adolescence,  Young adulthood, Middle Age, Old 
age, 

• Family Formation, marriage, reproduction, parity, marital dissolution, post 
reproductive life

• Schooling, Work, Retirement
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Birth Cohorts and Social Change 
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Demographic Perspective  
•Age-Period-Cohort Models – APC model
• Age: life cycle from birth to death (stages) 

• Biological basis of maturation, sexual maturity, and aging

• Social, cultural, economic stages of life—time and place

• Period: historical events and also periods of social change
• war, revolution, depressions, natural or man-made catastrophes

• Socioeconomic development, technological change 

• Cohort: life cycle stages, transitions, formative experiences (Ryder 1965)
• Vary with historical period – especially events from adolescence to early adulthood

• early life conditions have strong influence on subsequent outcomes 



Age Patterns
• Human maturation and aging

• Infancy, childhood, adolescence, early adulthood, middle adulthood, old age, death

• Sexual maturity and procreation
• Puberty, romantic attraction, reproduction, menopause

• Family formation (family life cycle)
• Leaving parental home, union (marital) formation, childbearing, parenting,  children 

leaving home, marital dissolution

• Socioeconomic life cycle
• SES of family of origin, education, migration, first job, occupation, earnings

• Political socialization
• Family socialization, political events of youth, mass mobilization, voting patterns
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Source:
Motor Vehicle Crashes, Injuries, and Deaths in Relation to Driver Age: United States, 1995–2010 (November 2012)
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Period Events = History = Social Change
• Human History – long epochs with bursts of revolutionary change

• Hunting and gathering societies – 90% of human history

• Agrarian societies – begin about 10,000 years ago

• Industrial societies– about 250 years ago

• Other forces: trade, demographic growth, technology, transportation, 
production, educational opportunity, natural and man-made catastrophes

• Events: wars, political, disease, religious, and cultural movements, 

• All of these conditions, forces, institutions, and events have strong impact on 
family, socialization, economic welfare, mortality, migration
• Not all people are equally affected during periods of social change

• Youth and young adults are generally “in transition” and most likely to be mobilized by 
war and ideology
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20th Century Historical Events in United States
• World War I

• Influenza epidemic of 1918

• Great Depression of the 1930s

• World War II and mass mobilization 

• Rapid economic growth and expansion of higher education

• 1960s social, cultural, political, and gender revolutions 

• Decline of manufacturing and development of high tech economy

• Mass immigration from 1970s to present
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Inter-Cohort and Intra-Cohort Change
• Cohort – a group (aggregate) of individuals who experience the same event in 

the same time (historical) interval. For example, the birth cohort of 2000 
includes persons born in the year 2000. 
• Ryder, Norman.(1965). The cohort as a concept in the study of social change. American Sociological Review,

30, 843–861.

• Inter-cohort change—the comparison between cohorts. For example, inter-
cohort change in median age at first marriage, percent ever married,  mean 
number of children, or average life span.

• Intra-cohort change—the comparison of earlier events on later events for the 
same cohort. For example, educational attainment and earnings, childhood 
health and adult morbidity, parental divorce on own marital stability

• Can also study intra-cohort change between birth cohorts.
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What is the trend in breastfeeding of infants?

• Measures of “trend?”
1. Birth cohort of mothers
2. Year of birth of first child?
3. Both have independent effects

Cross-sectional survey of women in 1965 with retrospective question about 
breastfeed of first child

• Age at interview = birth cohort of mother 

• Questions about the year of birth of each child

Source

• Charles Hirschman and James A. Sweet. 1974. "Social Background and Breast 
Feeding Among American Mothers." Social Biology 21(Spring): 39-57. +









Life Course Research
• Begin with clear question of how social change 
(history) affects inter-cohort (or intra-cohort) life
• Examples:

• Do periods of war disrupt normal patters of family formation
• Do the political attitudes of youth persist to old age

•Organize data for inter- and intra-cohort analysis 



The Intersection of Birth Cohorts and Recent Vietnamese History

        HISTORICAL ERA

   1975-1990      1965-1974     1955-1964 1945-1954

Birth Cohorts (Age in 1991)

Post-

Unification

   American 

War

   Post-

Geneva Lull French War

1925-1934   (55-64) Young Adult

1935-1944   (45-54)    Young Adult   Youth

1945-1954   (35-44)     Young Adult     Youth

1955-1964   (25-34) Young Adult       Youth

1965-1974   (15-24)

Young 

Adult/Youth





What is the trend in college graduation in the US?
• Trend is based on educational attainment of successive birth cohorts

• Index birth cohorts by time period of attending college—about 20 years later
• Example: birth cohort of 1950-54 attended college in 1970-74

Data:
Question on highest level of education completed from 1990, 2000, and 2010 U.S. 
Censuses

When is college completed?
Usually assume that higher education is completed by age 25, but some continue to 
complete college at later ages
-- Mid to late 20s 
---Early 30s

Source:
Charles Hirschman. 2016. From High School to College: Gender, Race-Ethnicity and 
Immigrant Generation. NY: Russell Sage Foundation Press.

https://www.russellsage.org/high-school-to-college
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Generations and Life Course  Trajectories

• The Lost Generation

• Children of the Great Depression

• The “Greatest Generation” – who fought in World War II

• The Silent Generation – those who grew up in the 1950s

• The Baby Boomers (also 1960s generation)

• Generation X

• The Millennials

• Generation Z 



Formative Eras for Youth and Young Adults in China

• Prior to the 1949 Revolution

• National Unification and Mao Era, 1949-1979

• Post Reform Era, 1979- Present



Formative Eras for Youth and Young Adults in 
Malaysia

• 1950s and The Fajar Generation

• 1957 -1974: The Era of Student and Political Activism

• ….

• ……



The Fajar Generation
• University of Malaya: 1947 

• Raffles College and King Edward VII Medical College

• University Socialist Club: Founded 1952
• Fajar (USC magazine in 1954) “Dawn” in Arabic

• Banned in 1963

• Poo Soo Kai, Rajakumar, James Puthucheary, Abdullah Majid, P. Arudsothy, Edwin 
Thumboo, Wang Gungwu, Agoes Salim, Syed Husin Ali, Lim Hock Siew, Admad 
Mustafa

• Socialism = anti-colonialism and represented an ideology that transcended race 
and racial ideologies
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Life Course Research: Theory and Practice
• Assumptions:

1. Life course consists of timing, transitions, sequences, stages of maturation, 
aging, experiences, and outcomes that vary within and between societies.

2. Life course is interconnected—early life experiences shape adult lives.

3. History affects groups differently, depending on stage of life, resources, etc.

• Life Course Data:

1. panel data or retrospective life history

2. Repeated cross-sections to capture multiple cohorts

• Demographic Age-Period-Cohort Model is analytical framework to study 
change in life course through inter-cohort and intra-cohort comparisons.


