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Context and questions
A. Improvements of ageing conditions : the retirement as a « second life » to invent
B. Evolution of gender relations BUT persistence of inequalities between women and men intersecting with some principles structuring the individual
« choices »

 Investigate the social participation among the elderly in terms of gender inequalities, the possible transformation in role
assignments between public and private spheres and as constituting resources for the individual well-being :
•

• Do we observe a weakening of the gender differences in the last 30 years?
• What about the relations between past life course and the way people live retirement ?
What about the implications of the various forms of participation in terms of individual well-being?

Theoretical framework

Analytical framework

1. State of the art

3. Analysis model

- Studies show
• a general increase of social participation (i.e. activities voluntarily
undertaken by seniors outside of their home)
• BUT also the persistence of inequalities associated with ageing, gender
and social status (eg. Agahi & Parker, 2005; Bickel et Cavalli, 2008; Raymond et al., 2008)
- More and more research
• are dealing with health and well-being since social participation is part of
the discourse on active ageing seen as a « win win » combination for the
elderly and the society in the new context of global ageing (van Dick, 2012)
• BUT the social participation is still defined in many ways and its study
generally focuses on one type of participation (for example the volunteer work)
and neglects the participation in the private sphere, while crucial for a
general understanding of the individual participation forms (Pennec, 2004)
and the links with individual well-being (Moen et al., 1992).

2. Theoretical issues

 Extract the logics of these configurations according to the gender
dimension but also taking into account resources, beliefs, life
histories and contexts (Dannefer, 2011)
 Inclusion of a dynamic approach of gender inequalities which could
question their stability or variability at
 a micro level: accumulation of (dis)advantages along the life course
(Dannefer, 2003) vs. factors of their levelling (Schafer, Pylypiv Shippee et Ferraro,
2009)

 a macro level: socio-historical persistence or change in their forms and
strength
 Through the sociological models of stress (Pearlin, 1989; Pearlin et al., 1997),
relate the participation profiles as resources to the subjective well-being

PERSPECTIVE ADOPTED
Tackle the social participation in a comprehensive perspective,
considering private and public spheres and different forms of
participation in parallel, within a life-course framework

a.“Multiple participation”: to various « circles » with their own signification
(Raymond et al., 2008) and structural issues (Bidart et al., 2011)
 What about the articulation of these circles?
 The multiple participation as a dynamic of individualization (emancipation)
or a source of tensions / contradictions (Simmel, 1908; Lahire, 1998)?
b.Distinction “private/ public”: the boundaries between these two spheres
are complex and fluctuant (Weintraub, 1998) and the meaning of the
participation to each one can be ambiguous (Schwarz, 1990; de Singly, 2003)
 How has the balance between the two spheres evolved?
 The participation to the private sphere as confinement or emancipation?
c.Gender perspective: persistence or weakening of gender assignation in
the double dynamics of standardization / pluralization of the life course (eg.
Widmer et al., 2009) ?
 … using the concept of « master status », i.e. the idea of a gendered
assignment in term of private/public (family/work) (Krüger and Levy, 2001)
 … but also in reference to the care theories emphasizing the tasks centred
on other’s needs and the related norms (eg. Daly and Lewis, 2000)
d.Well-being and the capabilites approach: to emphasize the real access
to a particular form of participation that is valued by the individual (e.g. Sen,
1993)
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The National Centres of Competence in Research (NCCR)
are a research instrument of the Swiss National Science Foundation

 Construction of « participation profiles » as specific sets of simultaneous
participations to different social circles (Levy et al., 1997)

4. Data and measures
- Vivre / Leben / Vivere (VLV, 2011) is a large interdisciplinary survey on the
living and health conditions of individuals aged 65 and older in 5 Swiss
regions (see the poster of Nicolet and Guichard)
 It includes various questions on:
• social activities and ties (frequency of contacts with family members, friends and
acquaintances / frequency of services, help given to and received from family members,
friends and acquaintances / frequency of social activities / membership in organizations /
political participation / volunteer activities)

•
•
•

several individual and social characteristics
social activities and organizations’ membership at the age of 45
indicators of well-being (depression / self-rated health / stress / life satisfaction)

- VLV is also the third transversal wave of a survey launched in 1979 and
replicated in 1994, which allows a 30-years comparison of the living and
health conditions of the aged population in Geneva and Valais.
AIMS
To disentangle the articulation of the various practices and roles in order to
better understand the participation, its evolutions, logics and implications;
Improving our comprehension of the dynamics between individual and
structure, change and continuity
Elucidating the conditions of self-realization in the current context highly
influenced by the concept of active ageing
Pearlin L. I. (1989). The Sociological Study of Stress. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 30(3), 241–256.
Pearlin L. I., Aneshensel C. S., & Leblanc A. J. (1997). The Forms and Mechanisms of Stress Proliferation: The Case of AIDS Caregivers. Journal of Health and Social Behavior, 38(3), 223–236.
Pennec,S. (2004). Les tensions entre engagements privés et engagements collectifs, des variations au cours du temps selon le genre et les groupes sociaux. Lien social et Politiques, (51), 97–107.
Raymond É., Gagné D., Sévigny A., Tourigny A. (2008). La participation sociale des aînés dans une perspective de vieillissement en santé. Réflexion critique appuyée sur une analyse documentaire,
http://www.inspq.qc.ca/pdf/publications/859_RapportParticipationSociale.pdf.
Schafer M. H., Shippee T. P., and Ferraro K.F. (2009). When Does Disadvantage Not Accumulate? Towards a Sociological Conceptualization of Resilience. Swiss Journal of Sociology (special issue) 35, 231-251.
Schwartz O. (1990). Le monde privé des ouvriers. Hommes et femmes du Nord. Paris: PUF (nvlle éd. « Quadrige », 2002).
Sen A. (1993), Éthique et économie, et autres essais. Paris : PUF.
Simmel G. (1999). Sociologie. Etudes sur les formes de la socialisation. Paris: PUF (rééd. “Quadrige”, 2010), p. 407-452 [Orig. all. 1908].
van Dyk S. (2012). Les « seniors » doivent-ils être activés ? Sur la difficulté de vieillir aujourd’hui. Colloque national Pro Senectute du 26 avril 2012, http://www.prosenectute.ch/uploads/media/Exposé_Silke_van_Dyk.pdf.
Weintraub J. (1997). The Theory and Politics of the Public/Private Distinction. In Weintraub J. and Kumar K. (ed.). Public and Private in Thought and Practice. Perspectives on a Grant Dichotomy. Chicago & London:
The University of Chicago Press,.
Widmer E., Ritschard G. et Müller N.S. (2009), Trajectoires professionnelles et familiales en Suisse: quelle pluralisation ? in M. Oris et al. (eds) Transitions dans le parcours de vie et construction des inégalités.
Lausanne: PPUR, 253-272.

SNSF Site Visit,
University of Geneva,
November 12-13, 2012

Contact: marie.baeriswyl@hef-ts.ch
IP 13 – Behind the democratization of old age: Inequalities within progress

