
Bienvenue à la cérémonie d’inauguration
Welcome to the inauguration ceremony

du Pôle de recherche national (PRN)
Of the Swiss National Center of Competence in Research (NCCR)

LIVES - Surmonter la vulnérabilité: perspective 
du parcours de vie
LIVES – Overcoming vulnerability: life course 
perspectives
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 Allocution conjointe des recteurs des Universités de Lausanne et de 
Genève (10 min)
Prof. Dominique Arlettaz et Prof. Jean-Dominique Vassali

Programme de l’inauguration
 Accueil, introduction et modération

Prof. Michel Oris, Université de Genève, Co-directeur PRN LIVES

 Présentation du PRN LIVES (15 min)
 Introduction et présentation du Prof. Victor Marshall (5 min)

Prof. Dario Spini, Université de Lausanne, Directeur PRN LIVES

 Scientific Conference (40 min)
Prof. Victor W. Marshall, University of North Carolina, Chapel Hill, USA
Risk, Vulnerability and the Life Course

 Allocution des autorités cantonales vaudoises (15 min)
Madame la Conseillère d’Etat Anne-Catherine Lyon. Cheffe du 
Département de la formation, de la jeunesse et de la culture 

 Clôture de la partie officielle
Prof. Michel Oris, Université de Genève, Co-directeur PRN LIVES

 Apéritif dînatoire suivi de la représentation théâtrale «Dynastie»
un spectacle présenté par la compagnie Dahlia Production 



Prof. Dominique Arlettaz
Recteur de l’Université de Lausanne

Prof. Jean-Dominique Vassalli
Recteur de l’Université de Genève



Prof. Dario Spini
Directeur du PRN LIVES



Page 5

 The NCCR LIVES has the mission to 
investigate the relation between
social structures, institutions and 
individual life trajectories in 
Switzerand in order to to identify
individual vulnerabilities along the 
life course and the possible 
measures to contrast them

 A national scientific program of 
(excellent... innovative!) research

LIVES Mission
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Vulnerability denotes a state in which a 
deficit of resources or other adverse 
conditions affects the individual’s 
capacity to cope with critical life 
events and processes, and the ability 
to take advantage of opportunities. 

Overcoming Vulnerability
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Critical events and family 
configurations (Widmer)

From youth to 
adulthood:  
Descendents of 
immigrants insertion 
in the Swiss society 
(Bolzmann)

Educational 
inequalities: Towards 
pathways out of 
vulnerability (Falter)

Overcoming 
vulnerability to 
unemployment: 
Possibilities and 
limits of the active 
social and labour
market policies 
(Bonvin)

Young Adulthood

Facing critical events in 
early adulthood: A 
normative approach to 
vulnerability and life 
course regulation 
(Staerklé)

Vulnerability at the 
interface of 
professional and 
family life: Gender 
and occupational 
differentials (Le 
Feuvre)

Professional 
trajectories: Impact of 
individual 
characteristics and 
resources, and cultural 
background (Rossier)

Women facing cancer: 
Impact of the couple 
relationship as the 
primary source of 
social suppport (Favez)

Health trajectories 
and life transitions: A 
life course approach 
to health vulnerability 
(Burton-Jeangros)

Behind the 
democratizati
on of old age: 
Inequalities 
within 
progress 
(Oris)

Vulnerability and 
growth:
Developmental 
dynamics and 
differential 
effects
of the loss of an 
intimate partner 
in the second 
half of life
(Perrig-Chiello)

Late AdulthoodMiddle Adulthood
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Theoretical and methodological
focus 

Vulnerability processes in adult 
life: Cumulative 
disadvantages, critical 
events, and socio-
psychosocial resources 
(Spini)

Life transitions in context:
Toward an integrated 
methodological framework for 
studying the impact of critical 
events (Joye)

Measuring life sequences and the 
disorder of lives
(Ritschard)
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LIVES: a Swiss National Center for Competence in 
Research including 115 researchers!

parpaticipart

• UNIL 
• EESP Lausanne
• CHUV
• IDHEAP
• FORS

• UNIGE 
• HUG
• HETS

• UNI FRIBOURG
• HEF-TS

• UNI BASEL
• UNI BERN
• UNI ZURICH
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Centre for Research 
on Inequalities in 

the Life Course 
(USA)

Department of Human 
Development and Family 

Sciences (USA)

Bronfenbrennner
Life Course Centre 

(USA)

The Life Course and 
Health Research 

Centre (USA)

Max Planck 
Institute for Human 

Development (D)

Institut für Empirische 
und angewandte 

Soziologie Bremen 
Universität (D)

Centre for 
Research on 

Social Dynamics 
(IT)

Research Centre for 
Longitudinal and Life-
Course  Studies (BE)

European 
University 

Institute (IT)
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 Longitudinal studies and interdisciplinary dialogue
 International networks and national scientific 

collaboration
 Evaluation of existing social policies and 

fashioning innovative policies to contrast 
vulnerability 

 Structuring its line of research into a durable and 
self sustaining center in the home institutions

12 years time from now
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• Basic and applied research
• Methodological advances in life course research
• Policy relevance, collaborations with public sector, NGOs, 

private sector
• Third-party funds…
• Knowledge and technology transfers
• Equal opportunities / Advancement of women
• Training and promotion of young researchers
• Communication and Public relations

• But above all…. Let’s develop a 
• Interdisciplinary!
• Collaborative!
• Innovative!
• Responsible program!

Objectives in the 4 year





http://www.lives-nccr.ch/en

http://www.lives-nccr.ch/en�


Prof. Victor W. Marshall
University of North Carolina 

RISK, VULNERABILITY, 
AND THE LIFE COURSE
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Victor W. Marshall
The University of North Carolina at 
Chapel Hill

 Key Ideas from the Life Course Perspective
 Vulnerability and the Life Course
 The Life Course and Public Policy
 Conclusions

RISK, VULNERABILITY, AND THE LIFE COURSE
Inaugural Presentation, LIVES. Overcoming 
Vulnerability: Life Course Perspectives  
22 March 2011

General Outline
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 1.  A more materialist view of the 
life course (M. Kohli, R. Levy)

 2.  Linking biography and 
structure (W. Heinz and Bremen 
Group)

 3. There is a dialectical 
Relationship between social 
structure and agency 
(Heinz)

KEY IDEAS FROM THE LIFE COURSE PERSPECTIVE

3 Reasons why the European view is more inclusive and 
thus more useful
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 1. Vulnerability can be seen at different 
levels of analysis : individuals, groups, 
large and small communities

VULNERABILITY AND THE LIFE COURSE

Three important aspects of vulnerability
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 2. Vulnerability has multiple time
dimensions: historical, 
biographical/experiential; cumulative

 Bronfenbrenner (1958) observed a half century 
ago that “studies of class and child-rearing 
made sense only when they were arrayed by 
date of research, their historical time”

 Elder (1974) in his classic book, Children of the 
Great Depression (also dealt with child-rearing) 

VULNERABILITY AND THE LIFE COURSE

Three important aspects of vulnerability
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 3. Vulnerability is socially structured in three 
major ways:

 Through stratification (Rene Levy)

 Through cumulative inequality (advantage, 
disadvantage)

 Through decline in orderliness in the life course

VULNERABILITY AND THE LIFE COURSE

Three important aspects of vulnerability
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“The life course ….is a product of the linkages among 
state (welfare), market and familial (gender) 
institutions and demographic behaviors across the life 
span. When these linkages are tightly coupled and 
universally salient in a population their coherence and 
normative strength lead to a more highly 
institutionalized, age-graded life course. 
… when these linkages are loosely coupled, variability 
(de-institutionalization) in the life course increases: 
the relationship of age to role transitions weakens 
and the synchronization of roles across life domains 
becomes less standardized.” 

To elaborate on the last point: 
Vulnerability is increased by decline in 
orderliness of the life course (O’Rand 2003: 693)
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 “Hogan (1978) Standard life course is school, job, 
work, marry. 1/3 to 1/5 US males had standard

 Disordered transitions          consequences

 Rindfuss et al., (1978) less than ½ orderly 
transitions

 Wilensky (1960) few orderly occupational careers

 Changing retirement transition

How standardized is the life course?
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 Structured

 Chance events

THE RISK SOCIETY AND THE LIFE COURSE

Two types of risk

Ulrich Beck
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Different welfare regimes provide various degrees of 
protection for such instability: “… a household’s  
standard of living in a modern welfare state often 
depends upon social welfare programs whose 
eligibility rules and generosity are not direct functions 
of own or breadwinner’s occupation or class” (DiPrete
2002: 271).

Structured Risk
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“There are also the more eruptive and less 
predictable events of life, which stand in sharp 
contrast to the normative events that can be forecast 
far in advance of their actual occurrence. Being the 
victim of an accident or of a crime are rather extreme 
examples of unforeseen life events that stand outside 
scheduled transitions. They are then events to which 
all of us are vulnerable. But even those events that 
are more common, such as divorce or illness, can be 
considered as unscheduled.”

Chance Leonard D. Pearlin (1987: 57)
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The Life Course and Public Policy

 Research to understand how public policy shapes 
the life course

 Researchers contributing understanding of the life 
course to shape or develop public policy: public 
policy development 
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The intention was to “provide the qualitative and 
quantitative language that is needed to move towards 
integrated analysis”  across three streams:  “Qualitative 
studies of individuals, social institutions and networks–
especially the lives of the people and institutions that shape 
our understanding of the need for, and design of,  public 
policies that affect those lives; .... Empirical analysis of the 
characteristics of people and social institutions – and of 
trends over time...”;  and “The description, design and 
assessment of programs and policies, the measurement  of 
their effectiveness, and support of arrangements that hold 
responsible agencies to account for the way those policies 
are implemented” (Hicks, 2006: 3). 

With this change came a new “focus on supporting the work 
of the policy committees of the Coordinating Committee of 
Deputy Ministers.”

The Policy Research Initiative (Canada)
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 Elder’s second principle : The 
life course is embedded in and 
shaped by the historical  times 
and places they experience over 
their lifetime

 Examples
 Quebec rationale for state pensions
 Canadian veterans compensation

THE LIFE COURSE AND PUBLIC POLICY
1. Pay attention to linked lives across different domains
2. Pay attention to history in shaping life course policies and 

their impacts ability

Glen Elder
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 Changing state policies created ‘early exit’ 
phenomenon (Kohli et al. 1991, Guillemard 2003), then 
reversed it (recent increases in age of eligibility for 
state pension).

 U.S., 1983-2001, stability in ratio of wealth to income 
but:
 Quebec Shift from defined benefit to defined 

contribution plans
 Interest rates fell
 Life expectancy increased dramatically
 Health care costs rose substantially 

(Delorme, Munnell, & Webb 2006)

Examples:
Historical change & cohort effects on income security in later 
life 
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 One goal of using the life course perspective “is to 
understand how institutions and policies on the macro-
and meso-level of societies influence and pattern 
individual life courses in the interrelated form of 
educational tracks, employment trajectories and family 
histories” (Mayer, 2000). 

 Social institutions “... play a key role in shaping life 
courses, through their policies in the fields of health, 
education, social assistance, urban affairs, 
transportation, the environment and so on” (Bernard, 
2007: 15). 

THE LIFE COURSE AND PUBLIC POLICY
3. Focus attention towards social institutions that 

structure the life course
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 The Gerontological Advisory Council of 
Veterans Affairs Canada
 Life course perspective and linked lives expands 

benefits to spouses

 Using the ‘expectable’ normal life course 
to calculate disability benefits
 Benefits based

Use life course principles with imagination
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 “...the welfare state is, even in America, the only 
‘overarching agency’ – to use Leisering’s (2003) 
term – that has direct and indirect bearings on the 
entire life course, some effects of which may be 
unintended. Yet welfare states rarely address the 
life course as a whole, instead providing spot 
coverage around specific periods of vulnerability 
and risk or specific transitions. A policy that affects 
the life course is not the same as a life-course 
policy designed with the whole of life in mind and 
meant to connect and integrate different life 
periods.” (Settersten, 2005: 551 Stress is mine)

CONCLUSION



Page 33

 Commitment to individual biographies 
over time and to social institutions than 
shape biographies.

 Run with the cumulative inequality 
theorizing.

 Focus on policy relevance and make 
structural arrangements with partners to 
do so

Preaching to the choir
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 victor_marshall@unc.edu

Thank you for your attention, and 
good luck in your LIVES !



Madame La Conseillère d’Etat 
Anne-Catherine Lyon
Cheffe du Département de la 
formation, de la jeunesse et de la 
culture 



Inauguration du PRN LIVES

Merci de votre attention

Bon appétit et bon spectacle !
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