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The course will introduce PhD students to the relevance of life-course research in relation to the analytical 

perspective of a theoretical macro-micro-macro model for the explanation of social phenomena and their 

dynamics. We will get to know how contextual conditions of different kind (institutional, cultural, economic, 

social policies) influence the development of individual life-course, individuals’ exposure to social risk and 

the dynamics and patterns of inequality-accumulation over the life-course. Examples will come from family 

and labour market research and will provide students with the concrete occasion to analyse specific research 

questions on their own. On the methods side, the course provides an introduction to longitudinal data and the 

different ways of analysing them.     

The course will be taught as a mix of frontal lessons and seminar discussion. An active participation of 

participants is expected.  

Assessment is based on 

1.       Active participation in the discussion and exercises during class (50%) 

2.       Positive evaluation of 2 short assignments (around 500 words each, to be prepared in English) (50%): 

1 short discussions) of research articles (to be distributed with the detailed reading list) 

1 “research design” for a (hypothetical) comparative & longitudinal paper 

 

 

 

Detailed plan (9hrs) 

Note that this might be subject to change, and can be integrated by your own research interests  

Date time Topic 

Tuesday 

29.11 

14-16 Session 1 

Fundamental issues of life-course research  

Session 2 

Integrating micro and macro level dynamics in the sociological explanation 

Tuesday 

06.12 

14-16 Session 3 

Accumulation processes and Matthew effects 

Tuesday 

13.12 

14-16 Session 4  

Context effects  

Discuss 1st assignment  

Thursday 

17.01 

14-17 Context effects: social policies, culture and their interaction 

Discuss 2nd assignment 

 

Note that we will not have Lab sessions.  
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Session 1 Fundamental issues of Life-course research The life course approach conceptualizes 
individual’s lives as evolving processes shaped by critical transitions and stresses the embeddedness of 
individual life courses in socioeconomic and cultural contexts.  This perspective is highly relevant for many 
research areas and spawned a rich and fast-evolving literature. In terms of empirical research, it brings to a 
comparative perspective and the use of individual longitudinal information.  

Konietzka, D., Kreyenfeld, M. (2021). Research Handbook on the Sociology of Family. Life course 
sociology: Key concepts and applications in family sociology  
https://www.elgaronline.com/view/edcoll/9781788975537/9781788975537.xml 

Mayer, Karl Ulrich (2009). New directions in life course research. Annu. Rev. Sociol. 2009. 35:413–33 

Bernardi, L., Huinink. J., Settersten R.A. 2019. The life course cube. A tool for studying lives.    Advances in 
life course research, 41.  https://doi.org/10.1016/j.alcr.2018.11.004 PLUS check out the rest of the special 
Issue  

Session 2 Integrating micro and macro level dynamics in the sociological explanation The 
sociological explanation incorporates various levels of aggregation incorporating macro-micro-macro links 
through the consideration of the situational mechanisms, action formation mechanisms and transformation 
mechanisms. The model is easily extendable to a longitudinal perspective and, through the situational 
mechanisms, allows the consideration of subjective interpretations and “sense”.  

De Graaf, ND, Wiertz, D (2019): Societal Problems as social bads. Routledge. Chapter 2 
https://www.routledge.com/Societal-Problems-as-Public-Bads-1st-Edition/de-Graaf-
Wiertz/p/book/9781138480216 

Manzo, GL (2012). Reason-based Explanations and Analytical Sociology. A Rejoinder to Boudon European 
Journal of Social Sciences, 50 (2):35-65. https://journals.openedition.org/ress/2231#text 

Kalter, F., Kronenberg, C. (2014). Between Mechanism Talk and Mechanism Cult: New Emphases in 
Explanatory Sociology and Empirical Research. Koelner Zeitschrift fuer Soziologie und Sozialspychologie. 
66:91–115.  DOI 10.1007/s11577-014-0272-7 

Session 3  Accumulation processes & Matthew effects  What are the processes that bring about social 
inequalities? Does previous advantage create further advantage and why this is the case? How can we 
analytically deal with these questions and disentangle different mechanisms? These are some of the questions 
we will look at in this session. 

DiPrete, T.A. Eirich, G.M. (2006). Cumulative Advantage as a Mechanism for Inequality: A Review of 
Theoretical and Empirical Developments. Annual Review of Sociology. Vol. 32:271-297. 
https://doi.org/10.1146/annurev.soc.32.061604.123127 

Cheng, Siwei. 2014. “A Life Course Trajectory Framework for Understanding the Intracohort Pattern 
of Wage Inequality.” American Journal of Sociology 120(3):633–700. 

Cheng, Siwei. (2021). “The Shifting Life Course Patterns of Wage Inequality.” Social Forces soab003. doi: 
10.1093/sf/soab003. 

Session 4 Context effects: social policies, culture and their interactions Contexts affect social action 
and their aggregate outcome, where contexts might be of a cultural or a structural nature. Also the 
behavioural response to certain events depends on the context. In this part we will look into the relevance 
of social policies as one aspect influencing individuals lives and how their effects differ across different 
contextual conditions, including cultural factors. We also discuss “Matthew effects” regarding policy 
interventions. We employ the explanatory models from above to these studies.  

Hook, J. L. and Paek E. (2020b). National Family Policies and Mothers’ Employment: How Earnings 
Inequality Shapes Policy Effects across and within Countries. American Sociological Review, Vol. 85(3) 
381–416.  

Van Winkle, Zachary (2020) Family policies and family life course complexity across 20th-century 
Europe. Journal of European Social Policy, l. 30(3) 320–338.  

Scherer, S. and Pavolini E. (2021). Childcare availability and mother’s employment in Europe. Mimeo.  

Goldthorpe, J. H. (2001). Causation, Statistics, and Sociology. European Sociological Review, 17, 1. 1-

20.  
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