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Studying Women's Lives
Introduction

My 20 years of involvement 1n prospective longltudinal studies spans &
remarkable era in the study of lives.! The soeial discontinuities of the
19605 prompted new concepts of a life course embedded In social institutions
and was ever subject to historical forces and cohort pressures. Data
resources to match the temporal needs of this approach emerged as if by
desipgn. Major prospective studies were launched along with efforts to follow
up the members of cross-sectional samples. At the same time, techniques of
analysis were fashioned for an evolving life course, from the analysis of
simple antecedent-outcome sequences to modified stochastic models and
differential rates of change In trajectories.

The past quarter century slso represents an era of striking seocial
change in the contours and substance of women’'s lives. The change itself
represents one source of progress In life studies. The increasing
variability of women's life course through diverce and employment, in
particular, called for models of individual choice and variation in contrast
to the normative cycle by which nuclear families emerge and dlssclve. One
result of this development appears in the prominence of individual life
histories in studies of family units and individuals., The multiple strands
of women’s lives, their interlocking dynamic and problematic implicatrions,
have received much attention from life course analysts (Moen, 1285}, Active
domains of study Include divorce and remarriage (Cherlin, 19313, the
single-parent household {mother as parent), and the scheduling of demanding
careers wich the needs of children.

Some of us may remember a time when social scientists studied Individual
careers, implying that they could be understoed in splendid iselatiom. Only
20 years ago the individual career represented the usual way of viewing a
person's life. Interlocking trajectorles are now common in studies of
families and lives, the interdependsence of work, marrlage, and parentheod, as
well as the ties between individuals and the trajecteries of family, kin, and
friends (Plath, 1980). Emergence of the life course az a theoretical
orientation (Elder, 198431 has brought greateyr research sensitivity to
problems of interdependence in women's lives,

[n what follows, 1 address three concerns that are relevant te life
cource studies: (1] the match between data and question, (2) archiwval
challenges in doing life history research, and f3) some research gquestions
that are unique te the life course framcwerk, The first lssue Invelves two
strategies which have been applied to the matching of data and questions.
One seeks to enhance or create data sets of life histories in the hope that
they will Fulfill research needs; whereas, the other moves from question
identification to the data archive itself. Contemporary pressures, econemic
and otherwise, faver investment oun highly meritorious data sets, but merit
cannot be determined in the absence of specific questions. Any archive's
importance resides in its match with the question. Literally hundreds of
longitudinal data sets await the research guestions that will infuse them
with new vitality.

The second problem area reviews the archival challenge I faced in doing
life history research with the Oakland Growth and Berkeley Guidance
subjects. Thesc archives are distinguished by their eclectic scope, as
contrasted to highly specialized orientations, chjectives, and measurements,
The Wational Longitudinal Surveys exemplify the more speciallzed archive.
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The third and last domain gives visibility to some questions we have pursued
iIn studying historical change in lives and generaticomal lineages.

This perspective on lives Is limited malnly te the territory covered in
my research. The archives T have used are nelther totally prospective In
design nor retrospective. The Oakland and Berkeley Study children have been
followed across much of their life span, but they have also been asked to
report on this past in retrospective accounts, These accounts appear mainly
during their adult years from one follew-up t¢ anether. For exanmple, the
Berkeley subjects (Guidance Study) were interviewed at the approximate age of
30. At this time, they were asked teo report about their life experiences
from adolescence to the present. Retrospective life hisztories are clearly a
lesz expensive data collection procedure than prospective longltudinal
samples, and this of course is one reason why adult follow-ups try to use
them along with genuine longitudinal samples. The pros and cons of
prospective and retrospective life records arve discussed very briefly in this
eggay.

Matching Tata and Research Questions

The relaticnship hetween life histery data and research questions has
changed dramatically over the past half century. In the 19%20s, 1life-span
questions exceeded the available "longitudinal® archives for pursuing them.
Inspired by Thomas and IZnaniecki's The FPolish Peasant in Europe and America
{1918-19203, studies in this decade began to use life records for the
analysis of social change and individual trajectories. However, the life
recards were typically retrospective or based on documents. They were not
generated by prospective longitudinal designs.

W. I. Thomas played a leading role in the use of life history records,
though he never had access to genuine longitudinal data. He visired many of
the newly-established longitudinal studies, ineluding the Oakland and
Berkeley projects, and he fully recognized the nsed to establish data
archives that would be suited to the temporal questions being asked of life
development. In the mid 20s, Thomas (Yelkart, 19%51:593) urged that priericy
be given to “the longltudinal approach te life histery.” Studles, he
observed, should investigate "many types of individuals with regard teo their
axperiences and various past perlods of life in different sitwatlons" and
follow "groups of individuals into the future, getting a continuous record of
experiences as they occur.”

Thomas's perscriptive agenda saw few cmpirical applications between the
Great Depression and the 19605’ War on Poverty. This lack of development may
well have something te do with the clash between the qualitative records
advocated by Thomas, on the one hand, and the new positivism in soecial
science following World War II on the other. In any case, this clash does
net explain the growing popularity of individual life records in the
post-1960s era, as seen in case studies of life documents {Runyan, 1982} or
in the use of narrative life stories (Bertaux, 1981). This new wawe of
interest in the life course gained sustenance from a truly stunning upsurge
in longitudinal ztudies during the 1960s. Countless studies with this design
were launched at the time, and they were joined by efforts to follow up the
members of initially cross-sectional samples (Mednick, Harway and Finelloe,
1984, I & II). The new longitudinal studies of the 60s include the
monumental Project Talent which hegan with over 400,000 high school students
in 1960 (abeles, Steel, and Wise, 1980); the Bonn Lengitudinal Study of
Aging, launched in 1965 {Thomae, 1976); and the National Lengicudinal Surveys
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which extend across the 1970s. One of the best-known examples of the
follow-up of a cross-sectional survey is the Wisconsin Project under the
direction of William Sewell {Sewell & Hauser, 1975}.

The rapid expansion of new longitudinal samples can be viewed in terms
of a growing appreciation of life studies wichin a life course framework. &
useful example is the well-known Michigan Panel Study of Income Dynamics
(Elder, 1985). Imitiated in 196% to study the nature and persistence of
poverty, the panel has been contacted each year to the present. It now has a
sample size of nearly 20,000 individuals. At the Natienal Institute of
Mental Health, a cenmsultant panel (Clausen, 1983) for the Behavioral Science
Ressarch Review produced an evaluation which argues most effectively for the
support of longitudinal studies. Coupled with this recommendation is a
proposal for greater attention to the problems of maintaining such studies
over many years. Gontimuity of funding is one important aspect of the
nalntenance issue,

The costs of prospective studies are only partly financial. Even more
noteworthy are those of time and labor. Both time and labor requirements are
so demanding that the originating investigator frequently ends up collecting
the data and not carrying out the actual analysis. Retrospective life
records are ome way to minimize such demands of data collection. The
respondent reports on the present and future and also reports on the past.
411 follow-up studies employ this approach te some extent In order to collect
l1ife record data for the Intervening years. A sample question might ask,
"What jobs did vou have owver the past ten years7?"

A major guestion in the use of recrospactive life records has to do with
the accuracy or general quality of the data., Accuracy becomes a problem when
the investigator assumes thal reports ef the past tell us exactly what the
past was like, regardless of memory error and the effectiveness of denial
concerning painful experiences. In scime oval history projects (Harewven,
19813, the investigator assumes that accounts of the past are merely that--z
construction of what the past was like as expressed amidst all of present day
circunstances and concerns. A number of techniques have been employed to
maximize the aceuracy of recalled faccs about the life course {Elder, 1977),
including the use of ape-event matrices. Subjective states in the past ate
least accessible through retrospective histories, The gquestion of when to
use prospective and retraospective instruments o Mmaximize cost-effectivenass
in the study of lives 1s under consideration by analysts of panel data.

Archival Inventories and Judpements of Meric

As the number of longitudinal studies inecreased, the need for
inventories hecame more apparent to the research community. Responding to
this need, the Life Course Committee of the Social Secience Research Council
initiated and reviewed a major effort to develop an inventory of lengitudinal
investigations of middle and old age (Migdal, Abeles, and Bherrod, 19813, A
total of 73 projects were included in the final inventory; a third of these
were located overseas. As a whole, the prajects meet the general premises of
the life course perspectiwve. They are prospectively longitudinal in the
sense of repeated measurements on the same people and all foecus on the middle
to late years. The Iinventory was designed to "facilitate the maximum
utilization of existing longitudinal data by waking investigators aware of
the potential for secondary analyses, the restudy of existing samples,
collaborative research, and comparison of findings from different samples.”



A sequel to this inventory is now available from the staff and
membership of a "child development" subcommittee of the original Life Course
Committee (Vordenik and Seward, 1%85). A number of criteria were used in
nominating appropriate longitudinal studies for the Inventory. Acceptable
studies had information on males and females who were 18 years old or
younger, and they were prospectively longltudinal in the sense of collecting
information across at least two time points, and preferrably three. The more
desirable studies were based on a representative sample with an attrition
rate that did not threaten their longitudinal quality. Such studies alse met
the criterion of a rich information basze, involving muleiple measures across
more than one domain of behavior, Lastly, the study had te be active or in
the process of becowming active. The initial survey revlewed over 200 studles
from acress the globe, and reduced this number to 109,

During preparation of this inventory, sharp reductions In federal
support for social sclence research prompted serious questions on how to use
available resources most effectlvely. The small private foundations were
besieged by requests to make up the difference. Would It be possible to
select longitudinal studles that are unusually deserving of financial
support? 1s it possible to determine highly meriterious studles without
regard for particular questions? 4 deserving study from one angle might not
be deserving from another. By any standard the selection problems are
substantial.

Afcer decades Ln which life-histery gquestions did not have appropriate
data for empirlical tests, we now faced decisions regarding the value of
longitudinal archives which ignored questions and contexts. With a
particular question in mind, one might discover that the only relevant life
history study was placed on the inactive lisr because it did not measure up
to certain standards. Yet such a study could be Invaluable for a specific
rescarch question. In another scenarie, the analyst finds that a combinatiaen
of twn studies, each limited in warious respects, provides an exceptional
perspective on a puzzling outcome. The studies might be rejected on their
own as unworthy of financial support, though in combination they could
produce analysis with impressive yiald.

These two examnples underscore the very real danger of evaluative
standards that are applied to life history studies and archives without
regard for their uniquencss and combined potencial. This petential is always
dependent on the questionz at hand.

Fiinme bt e smd Motn At e Troetrldara nf Hiomes Draen socsnne

Gonsider the Oakland Growth and Berkeley Guidance Studles at the
Institute of Human Development, Berkeley. Among all known longitudinal
archives in the United States, the archival data of these studies are unique
in providing essentlal data for life-history research on the Depression
experience in lives, They also gain value through their combined use in a
comparative framework. Comparative anmalyses of the Depression experience in
both cohorts, Berkeley and Oakland, underscored the life stage principle and
the value of such designs. In the younger Berkeley cohert, hardship markedly
impaired the development and psychological funetioning of boys only, unlike
the Oakland findings. Mereover, the disadwvantage of malesz from deprived
homes persisced up to the middle years of adulthood. The Berkeley girls, it
seems, were spared the tensions and abuse associated with hard times through
the affection and support of mother,



Bevond Archival Limitations

The unparalleled richness of the Oakland/Berkeley archives should be
viewed with their limitations in mind. In particular, the two local samples
are relatively small and the varlous measurements reflect the age in which
they were developed. Even so, thls is the data archive that made Lives
Through Time (Block, 1971) pessible--the =ingle most impressive enmpirical
study of personality development over the first half of the life course of
women and men. By any measure, the archlves have contributed in a wajor way
to our understanding of child development and its Implications for the adulc
yedars.

For those who find histerical change a compelling dimension of study in
women's lives, data requirements typically extend across multiple archives.
Information concerulng one birth cohort should be supplemented, ultimately,
with data on an adjacent cohort, thereby enabling an assessment of change
effects. MNesselroade and Baltes (1979) refer to this design as a
cohort-sequential model. Quite apart from these data needs, very few
archives on birth cchorts of women before the 1%60s are sufficient in detail
and comprehensive coverapge to stand by themselves. As a rule, they need to
be supplemented.

Consider three fictitious studies of women who were borm in the same
city during the 1%30s. One study might be limited to detailed information on
event histories (marriage, work, etc.), another might be restricted to the
life-span development of the women, with the third centered on family
experlences in childhood. Each study then provides part of a woman's life
history. Data libraries could assist this type of research by classifying
studies according to the birth yvears of the participants.

Three other limitatieops In data archives support the wisdom of using
multiple data sets to address particular life-history questions. First, the
new life span orientation generates guestions that commect activities at
opposite ends of the life course, but data sets rarely span the life course.
For example, is family formation an element in the decision to retire, as in
the contrast between women whe marry relatively early versus these who marry
relatively late? Until recently, such questions lacked options for empirical
test since life history studies of the retired or old seldom chtained
information on the early life course.

A second limitation appears in studies that fail to represent the
interdependence of trajectories or career lines. Data might he cellected on
the socleeconomic career of the family, on the marital relation, or om the
childbearing and child-rearing career, but not on all three. During the
early 1970s, Lee Rainwater (In Young and Wilmott, 1973:xiv) cbserved that
studies of family and sociveconomic careers have tended "to proceed along
thelr separate narrow ways barely acknowledging the existence of each other."
With multiple trajectories, women’s scheduling of events and obligations
represants a basic task in the management of resources and pressures.
Scheduling involves the timing, spacing, and arrangement of events, hoth
within and acress life paths, the 1life stapge in which to marry, for example,
and its temporal distance and order relative to other events. Data sets that
span zll of these life lines are typically products of the new wave of
interest in life history analysis.

The third deficiency in life-history archives or data sets involves a
longstanding separation of life history and intergenerational research. One
of the clearest examples of this divorce comes from the booming fleld of
three generation studies. Forms of association and exchange from child teo
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parent and grandparent are typlcally viewed at a point in time (Bengtsen and
Troll, 1978). Intergeneraticnal relatlons are not studied over time, and
thus it I{s not pessible to assess the implications of development or aging on
fam{ly bonds. Meoreover, intergenerational studies rarely obtain age-event
information on individuals. From the perspective of life-history research,
the framework seldom extends beyond twe generations even though longewity has
markedly enlarged the number of surviving generatioms.

Up to this point, the match between a life-history archive and a
life-course question may seem to be achieved by merely a sesarch of available
data sets or arvchives. In this scenario, the analyst surveys archival lists
and codebools in an effort to find an appropriate data setf toe investigate a
specific gquestion. To facilitate this effort, data libraries generally wmail
archival guides and actual codebooks to researchers at cost. 4 good many
ctudies emerge from Initial steps of this sort. These steps may only provide
a map of archival prospects and indicate a more fundamental need to
restructure the archive through the re-ceding of primary materials, such as
field observations and qualitative interviews. The option of developing and
applying new codes usually hinpges on the availability of such primary
materials. In the next section, I discuss this ecperation as an archiwval
challenge to life histery ressarch.

The archival Challenge to Studying Women's Lives

4 good many questions regarding histerical change in lives take us back
to the oldest lougitudinal studies which were launched before the Second
World War. These studies and their archives typically share the advantage of
a rich, diverse vange of data over many years, and the disadvantage of a
relatively small number of cases that lack representativeness in the larper
population. This list of prominent studics Includes the Lewis Terman study
of "gifted children,” born Iin California betwesen 1905 and 1920, whe have been
followed up to the present through interviews and questionmalres; the Fels
Institute study that was launched in the 19205 and provided data for the
Kagan and Moss book, Bivth to Maturity (1962); and the three longitudinal
studies at the Imstitute of Human Develepment (IHD), Berkeley--the Oakland
Growth (birth vyear, 1920-21), the Berkeley Guidance (birth year, 1928-29),
and the Berkeley Growth (birth wear, 1928-29).

The data archives of these studies extend well beyond structured
questiormaires or interviews to fileld and home observations, the open-ended
interview, and reports from multiple respondents, The end result is an
archive that offers a wide range of possibilities. The secret is te perceive
one or more optlions in terms of data to address a particular gquestion. Past
experience suggests that insights of this sert come mainly through
substantial immersion in the archive itself, The "start" cests In learning
the data archive are sufficiently demanding that they frequencly discourage
all but the most committed. Getting past this stage of immersion to the
formulation ¢f a plan of action is by far the most critical archival
challenge the investigator will encounter., 1Initial plans are typically
modified in the course of learning an archive.

To provide some concretre examples of these peints, T shall draw upon my
apprenticeship experience with the Oakland Growth Study, and then turn
briefly to the preparatory work that went into the Berkeley Guidance archive.




Coming to Terms with Iife Course Dynamics

My first exposure to the Oakland Growth Study cceurred in the Fall of
1962, cthe initial months of an appointment at the University of California,
Berkeley, and at the Instituce of Human Development on the campus. This
longltudinal project began over a half century age through the pioneering
leadership of Harold E. Jones and Herberct R. Stelz, then research director
and director of the Institute {called the Institute of Child Welfare). Just
prier to the worst years of the Great Depression, they launched a
longitudinal study of growth and development with a sample of eleven-year-old
children from the northeastern sector of COakland. By the time I arrived on
the scene at the Institute, as an assistant research sociologist, the study
had been extended up to the middle years.

I soon discovered that a large part of the archival data remained
uncoded. This included an impertant interview with the Qakland mothers In
the 1930s as well as interviews with the adult 3s from the 1%58-60 follow-up.
Codification thus became my number one prierity under the direction of John
Clausen, aleng with the substantive poal of studying careers in the Oakland
cohort. The scope of this coding task was challenging, to put it mildly,
especially since I had no background of archival experience with life record
data.

The Qakland Growth Study was made wp of 250 data sets on the Study
children and their families. However, these data were not wholly
satisfactory in telling something about a persen’'s life. If T wanted to know
about the life trajectories of girls from the middle and working class, from
childhood to adulthood, it was not easy to find answers In the OGakland
archive that confronted me in the early 1960s. One reason for this barrier
invelved the way the data had been stored, and the kind of uncoded data.

411 of the machine-readable data were organized according te age and/or
grade by partiecular inventory. Most analyses up to that polnt had correlated
items from inventories at different time points. The intervening span was
largely uncharted. Life records can be made from age-graded inventories with
file merge cperatlions, and thus the more serious limitation invelved the lack
of coded life histories. WMo data set had informaticn on the soclo-economic
carger of families or on the timstable of adult events 1n the liwves of the
Oakland subjects. We could not identify the men whe served in the Armed
Forces or describe their military service. Work and marital histories had to
be assembled and prepared for analysis. The work-family careers of the
Oakland women were largely a matter of speculatien, though such data were
available in the adult interviews.

The essential information for such histories was present to a large
extent, but it was not organized or coded In ways appropriate te the life
gourse, Some ten years later, Lives Through Time (Block, 1971} emerged as
the first major effort to identify personality trajectories from childheod to
middle age in thoe Qakland archive. This was followed by Children of the
Great Depression (Elder, 1974) which investigated the social trajectories of
the Oakland men and women, their antecedents in Depression hard times and
psychological consequences.

My experience with the Oakland archive was shaped by observations that
reinforced a more temporal appreach to familie=s and lives. The most dramatie
observation had to do with the everchanging circumstances of families in the
Great Depresslon. 1 quickly realized that the static notion of a family's
social position would not be useful in the midst of such change. This is
when I began to think of famlly adaptations to income loss as a process by
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which Ffamiiies constructed their own life course (Moen, Kain, and Elder,
1983). One set of adaptations entailed a shift in the family economy from
capital teo labor-intensive activity. Hore goods and services were produced
by family members. Many of the Oakland girls and boys were Invelved in an
expanding range of household operarions and responsibilities. TFamilles also
responded to economic losses through role changes in which mother became a
more central fipure in authority and affection.

The second observation concerned the problem of how te think about the
lives of Indlviduzls. How are lives socially patterned? The literature on
careers offered ideas ghout single careers mainly in the field of woerk. More
useful were the social meanings of age in expectations, divisioms or
categorles, and sanctions. Such meanings provided a perspective on the
social patterning of events and activities. I refer in particular to the
social timing of events, such as marriage or work, and the age-graded pattern
of 1ife trajectories. My efforts to work with the Oakland archive proved to
be a developmental experience in life course thinking., Ewventually, this new
learning was expressed in coding forms that brought preocess, context, and
time to an empirical representation of the Cakland lilfe course, its
trajectories and tran=sitions.

I divided the life course into pre-adult and adult phases for coding
purpeses. The pre-adult phase focused exntensively on the secial and economic
career of families; the adult phase included major events, reles, and
achievements in marrviage, parenthood, worklife, and comuunity. From a
detailed chronelogy of adult worklife, it was possible to construct measures
that were truly temporal, A pood example is a measure of worklife
fluctuation --the up and down status cycles within an occupational career. A
fluctuwating trajectory undermines social ties and integration (Wilensky,
1961). Ancther example 1s a worklife typelogy for women which delineates
different pathways according to the temporal crder and continuity of gainful
employment. &n illustration Is the woman who worked up to the birth of her
children, left the workplace for family, and then returned to employment
after the youngest child entered schoecl.

The state of the Oakland archive during the early 1960s had to be
modified to become suitable for career studies and this modification required
a total of three vears. Why, one might ask, do some analysts perceive the
feazibility and rewards of archive modification, while other potentlal users
turn away and search for a more appropriate data set? An explanation for
productive matches between research guestions and data archives is surely
elusive.

The ODakland project broke new ground for me in the sense that I could
not Ffall back upon tried and true approaches. The archival work represented
an apprenticeship In the desipgn of a life history study, especially in
producing a match betwsen life course questions and data. By the time I
launched the Berkeley Guidance Project as a comparative cohort (the early
197051, I had a reasenably clear sense of how to carry out a study of such
complexity. Without such direccion, the project might never have been
Initiated let alone completed.

The Guidance archive itself was larger than that of the Qakland Grewth
Study, in large part because more generations were included. Data were
collected on the Berkeley parents from young adulthood to old age, and on the
Study chlldren, their postwar children, and grandparents. By coemparison, the
Oakland data were primarily limited te the subjects. When I began the
Berkeley Project in September 19272, I had less than a year to complete all of
the essential life-history coding. A year later the werk was dene. The
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basic phases of this project are worth noting for their relevance to other
coding operations in life history research.

The Berkeley Archiwve and Life Histories

Archival work in the Guldance Study was structured by the requirements
of a comparative design, the comparison of hardship influences on lives in
the Oakland and Berkeley cohorts. From the standpoint of an observer, the
archive seemed well-suited for such analysis, altheough the extent of the
match and the coding requirements could only be determined through an on-site
inventory of coded and uncoded data. Interviews, home observatlons, and
letters provided much of the uncoded data., The inventery established a map
of the archival territory in relation to cbjectives and thus enabled project
refinement and more effeccive use of rescurces.

The second step entailed construction of life records, a chromelogy of
events and activities in different areas (marriage, work, etec.). The life
record provided a means of assembling widely-scattered data on families and
lives according to specific trajectorles and transitlons. The records were
then subjected to systematic coding, the third and final step. This
procedure generated both qualitative and quantitative data, and comsequently
the opportunity to Iinclude both modes of analysis In the same study (Diesing,
1971y, Each step is described below,

1- an Inventory of the Data Archive

The Guidance Study did not have a complete record of all coded and
uncoded data, but even with such a record a thorough Inventory of the archive
can save time and costly mistakes. We needed to know what materials of
relevance to our questions were still unceded, what data were coded but not
propared for data analysis, and what coded data were acceptable for our
purpeses. In the course of completing the inventery, we achieved a closer
fit between research questlions and the archival data as potential and fact.

Empirical realities in the archive shaped questions and formed new
options or lines of inguiry. Two examples on wholly unexpected dimensions of
the archive illustrate this development. First, the very first Interview
conducted with the Berkeley parents during the study child’'s infancy Included
recollections and contemporansous reports of their own mothers and fathers.
These reports were structured by measurement categories used on the parents,
and thus could be used to explore intergenerational continuities and change.

However, data on the &I generation had never been prepared for quantitative
analysis. Indeed some of the dara had actually been dropped from the
archive's list of data sets or materials,

These life history data on the grandparents enable us to study the lives
of women and men across four generatiens from the late 1%th century to the
late 20th century. A second dimension has to de with kinship information on
the Berkeley families across the 1930s and early 1940s. Through its emphasis
on the family environment of children, the Berkeley Guidance Study penerated
an unusual body of Information on kinshilp ties, associations, and exchanges.

From such data, we have been able to study three generation households over
time, and especially the mother-daughter relatieonship in the same household.

After several months of intensive work, we had a relatively firm grasp
of the lines of inquiry that could be pursued, with and without new codings.
As In the Oakland archive, the inventory produced very little social data
that were coded and structured in life-record form. We could easily cbtain
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characterizations of family units and individuals at different peints in
time, but net a temporal view of their careers. For example, all families
were coded on the socioceconomic status in 1929 and again in 1%45-48, but the
intervening years of hard times and war werc largely uncharted. The
appropriate data were available, but they had simply not been viewed a= an
essential part of the picture of lives and families.

The same blindspot was found in the adult years, from the Ss departure
from high school around 1945-46 to 1970, The archive contzined records of
the 5s marital, educational, and eccupational status, but these data were
coded at only one or two points in their life course, The concept of
trajectory or life history was not operatlonalized in a complete way. These
examples provide some indication of the pre-coding task. Before ceding could
begin, we had to arrange the data in chronclogical form, to censtruct life
records.

2- Construction of Life Records

There are three principal types of life records: 1) the life record {or
chronology) which is prepared by the actor from his or her perspective; 23
the 1ife record produced from the perspective of an informant or
knowledgeable other, such as a spouse, confidant, best friend; and 3) the
life record which is constructed by a clinician or researcher, using a wide
array of marerials--written and oral reports by the actor and others,
letters, vital recerds, cbservational materials, public documents from social
agencies. By synthesizing a single account from dlverse materlals, the third
approach represents an effert te obtain an understanding of the actual life
record for a person or family. Disparate reports are resolved with the
abjective of achieving the most accurate account. By drawing upon all
relavant sources of Iinformatien in comstructing life histerles, the analyst
can build a set of quality controls inte the coding process.

For a number of reasons, the Berkeley archive proved to be 1deally
suited to the synthetic approach in censtructing life records. The
intensively studied families were contacted many times each year by a field
worker and his field notes became part of the data archive, In addltiom, the
women (G2} in this sample were interviewed each year along with the study
children (G3) after entry into schonl. Other sources of data include
teachers and letters from and to varlous agencies. Well-trained associates
in the life course project were instructed to read the case assembly of a
family (and its members) first and then to proceed to flesh out life records
in eight specialized areas, mainly from 1929 through 1%45: socioeconomic
career of family, worklife of male head, worklife of wife-mother, compositcion
of the household over time, marital relations over time, parent-child
relations, and subjective interpretatlions of the family trajectory. The
study children in adulcheod provided 1ife hiscory Information during
follow-ups in 1960 and 1970 which were used to develop life records of their
work, marital, educational, and parental experience up to middle age.

1- Socloeconcmic_career of family. Annual data on tetal family
income, earnings of household head, earnings of wife, contributions
by relatives, relief payments,

2- Worklife of male head. Annual data on occupation amd work status
(unemployed, over-time, underempleyed) by year from 1929 through
1945, PBRecord also includes job and employer changes.

3- Worklife of wife. Work histery before marriege, after marriage,
after first child, and up to the 1960s; occupational status of work
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before marriage and Iin the 1930s - 1940s, postwar years; full- or
part-time status.
& - Composition of househpld. The number and status of household
members by year from 1329 through 1945. Birth dates of children.
Four status catepories are represented among household members:
nuclear unit, kin, beoarders and lodgers and live-in servants.
5- Marital relations over time., Marital dimemsions include authority,
sentiment, interactional dynamics, and marital breaks across four
time periods: 1929-31, 1932-3%, 1936-39, 1940-45.
6- Parent-chlld relations over_ time. Authority, affection, and
involvement by four time periods.
7- Subjective Interpretations_of the 1ife course. & record of parent
perceptions of life ctransitions, sitvations by year from 1929
through 1%45.
8- Adult life courge of Study children, Historles of marital,
parental, educational, and worklife events from 1346 through 1270,
The life records were developed so as to provide codable, longitudinal
information on the parental Family unit, om the methers and fathers, and on
the Study children, male znd female, In preparing these records, we
encountered a rumber of problematic issues in conceptualization and
measurement through feedback from the richly detailed and varied sources.
This feedback proved to be especially valuable ln sensitizing us to the
social psychelogy of respondents as actors in data collection situations.
Time and sgaln we were forced to question and eritically evaluate the
received information.

3- Coding the Life Records

The construction of life records represents an initial step in the
holistic analysis of individual cases. With these histories, one can
identify configurations and consequences of events over time for family units
and individuals. We applied this gqualitative approach to selected problems
and cases in the project, but the heart of the work required a quantitative
comparison of life trajectories among families, men and women. By
structuring each life record in terms of common data categories for coding,
we still retalned the optien of moving back and forth between guantitatiwve
analyses and case studies.

The full life records serve a critical function in life history research
when the lattear relies upon archives that were developed for other purposes.
Such archives Invariably present the user with problems of missing data. By
drawing upon the full record, one is able te achieve more stable or rellable
codings than would be possible through simply a quantitative approach to
index construction. For example, z woman's life record of erratic employment
gains a measure of credibility when we view it In relatioen to other records,
as on marriage and parenting. Segments of the work record that are less
detailed may be fleshed out by viewlng the entire record in relation to
marriage and childbearing,

Data sets for the pre-adult and adult years of the study children were
gererated from the records. Following immersion in the case assemblies of
some 25 families, T prepared a rough draft of the codebooks for the proposed
data sets. Each codebook was informed by knowledge of the archival
materials, by conceptual issues and prierities, and by exchange with the
project staff. The codebooks were reviewed in staff meetings and then
applied by at least two coders to the appropriate records on a small number
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of cases. &An evaluative conference was held after the completicon of the
first trial, using informaticn on coder agreement and staff impressiens on
the adequacy of the codes. This= conference generally led to revisions in
which some codes were modified, others deleted, and still others added, and
then te a second wave of coding.

Life history analysts encounter many archival challenges, but few are
more demanding than the redesign of data sets or a study archive in order to
achieve a better fit betwsen question and data, a task that becomes more
common as we move hack in historical time. Data sets that seem appropriste
frequently need more investment In file deslgn than was anticipated, a
discovery that can emerge from the "Inventory"” phase of atchival use. In
other cases, a longitudinal archive may represent the last hope among
generally undesirable chelfces for investipating a specific life histery
question.

The Qakland Growth and Berkeley Guidance archives posed a challenge to
me because neither represented a complete life history framework when I firstc
encountered them. Nevertheless both studies had the Informaticnal petential
for life records and quantitative data on the life course. Understandably,
this potential is much easier for me to see now than at the very beginning.
Indeed, I have often wondersd what I would have done i{f I could bhave Imagined
the full scope of preparatory work that lay ahead. Limited vision can be
merciful!l

The procedural steps outlined In the two projects center heavily on the
data archives themselwes, though always in relation to specific geals and
conceptual models. Theory, guestions, and data represent an aver-changing
system. The ohbservational facts stored up in the files often gave rise to
new ideas and gquestions, infusing new life in the archiwval data. I turn now
to some rescarch questions that have led us Im fruitful directlons.

Research Questions and Analytic Strategies

The life course perspective that has gulded my work over the past decade
fElder, 1975, 1377, 1984) is expressed in three noteworthy guestions on the
study of women's lives. Each question identifies a promising direction for
future work. The first has to do with the timing of lives and events, or
more specifically the timing of first marriage, its determinants and
consequences (Elder, 1%972; Elder & Rockwell, 1%76). Some women come ro
marriage relatively early, whereas others make the decision at a late age or
not at all. Each of these pptions has long-term consequences (Sgrensen,
19833. The second question relates individual development and family
relations, a problem of central significance across twenty years of my life
history research. In this case, we investipate the process by which unstable
personalities and unstable family relatioms are reproduced from one
generation to the next In the lives of women (Elder, Caspi, & Downey, 1985).
The third guestion Iinvolves the relation between early events and subsequent
life sutcemes. What is the mechanism by which an early event makes a
difference in the course of aging? Why do some early experiences persist
while othet equally severe experiences have no apparent leng-term
implications? Our empirical example focuses on Depression hardship in
women's lives (Elder & Liker, 1982}).
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Marital Timing in Women's Lives

Why do some women marry relatively early, late, of on time relative to
other women? What are the consequences of such varlations for the subsequent
life course? This temporal view of marriage reflects the intlmate bond
between age and time in life course analysis. Apge variations index temporal
varlations across the life course.

One consequence of variations in marital timing is suggested by the
marrlage market and mating options. From the early marriers teo the late
brides, woemen‘'s conjugal decisions ate made in an ever-shrinking marriage
market. The field of age-eligible wen becomes more restricted. Coupled with
this change is the educational gain of women who marry late. From these
observations, one might expect late brides to marry younger men who have less
education, in contrast to women who marry relatively early. The latter would
be more apt to marry older men who are better educated than they are.
Empirical support for these patterns was cobtalned among the Qakland women
{Elder, 1972) and also to some extent in a nation-wide sample of American
womenn (Elder and Kockwell, 1978) who were born durlng the late 1920s.

The differential timing of events intreduces the problem of career
synchronization, Early marriapge is typlcally marked by an economic squeeze,
owing in part to the young age of the husband and his lack of work skills,
whereas late marrlage generally brings an ecenomic advantage. Using a
nation-wide cohort of 1925-29 (Elder & Rockwell, 1276), we found that early
marriage (before the age of 19) anticipated a life course of relative
deprivation for women--limited formal education, marriage into the lower
strata, & heavy child-care burden, and Inadequate material resources. The
young brides were more likely than other wemen to combine family and
employment (a double-track}, Even if similar on levels of educatien, the
late marriers were more likely to expand their range of seoclal opportunities
and contacts through marriage to successful men. Compared to other women,
the older brides cccupied a position of economic advantage at time of
marriage and in 1970. Whether high or low In education, these women most
often followed a conventional pattern in which they remained employed only up
to marriage or thelr first birth,

In view of these contrasts, it is not surprising that event timing 1s a
matter of concern to American women., From the perspective of middle age,
women from the nation-wide sample were likely to endorse a timing schedule
which seemed meither too late mor too early {Elder & Rockwell, 1976). The
young marriers voted overwhelmingly for a later marriage In the lives of
daughters; and for a childbearing pattern that is on time. "In the minds of
all women in the cohort, there is clearly an optimal time for marriage and
children, a time which freguently differs from the life schedule they
followed" (Elder & Rockwell, 1976:51). Temporal variations in the case of
marrlage differentiate the process of family formation in ways that suggest
important implications for mate selection, marriage mobility, and marital
CAYeers,

By stretching this focus on marital timing, we come up with age-old
gquestlons that highlipght the breadth of the life couise as a field of
analysis. One question links the timing of family formation with retirsment
outcomes among women who have a carveer. Histerically, family size has been
linked with the neads of old age, specifically the need for social and
material support. Angela O'Rand (1982} has investigated this connection wich
data from the Retirement History Study. She found that women's delayed and
interrupted work patterns, resulting in part from family obligations,
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generally delayed the retirement of working women, depressed their retirement
income levels, and limited their opticons for recirement income, Among
ummarried women in the later years, childbearing delayed retirement, even
with adjuscments for work histery, pension status, and health
characteristles.

One of the most Iimportant issues on family timing concerns the age
difference hetween women and thelr children. The later the first birch, the
larger the age gap between mother and child; a gap of increasing significance
as larger numbers of women postpone the first birth., One of the mest
intriguing aspects of the ape difference Is that it most likely entails
different meaning and implications over the life course, That is, an age
difference of 40 years between mother and infant might have posltive value
through the maturity of the mother and yet become a source of
inter-generational estrangement in 20 or 30 years (Rossi, 1980). The timing
of marriage and childbearing has additional implications for the number of
surviving generatlons In a woman's life. At a time of Increasing longevity,
a succession of late marriages across the generations could reduce the
generational plurality to parent and child. Family timing and age
differences represent a fertile domaln for life histery studies of women.

Life histery archives are generally thought of as a data base on
individuals, but individual lives are embedded in a matrix of generational
ties, With each generation bound te fateful events along the pathways of
other generations, life course analysis entails sensitivity te this
interdependence. Such interdependence is most vividly expressed in the
influence process; the process by which children learn the behavior patterns
of theilr parents and then presumably influence their own children accordingly
years later. Two aspects of this process are ordinarily studied In
isclation. Multi-generation studies typically focus on the behavioral
transmission process from parent te child, whereas life-span studies follow
behavior patterns in childhood up to the adult years. Both lines of analysis
are complementary and we have brought them together in a study of the
proposition that unstable personalities (explesive, volatile) and unstable
family relations {(marital, parsunt-child} are mutually reinforcing dymamilcs
across the life course (Elder, Caspi, & Dowmey, 1985), They persist from one
generation to the mext through a process of individual continulty and
intergenerational transmission.

The four generations come from the Berkeley Guidance archive:
grandparents (G1), parents {GZ}, study children (G3), and great prandchildren
{G4Y. All of the data on the grandparents were reported by the paremts in
1929-30. The parents in this analysis were linked to their own parents (Gl)
and to their children (G3) during the Great Depression. The study children
were followed from childhood to their own parental years, and then to their
own children, Overall, the intergeneraticnal continuity of unstable, problem
behavior was most pronounced among females, and unstable family relationships
played an important role im this persistence., Within all generatiens, the
causal Influence flowed from unstable personalities to unstable family
relations, Relations of hestility and discord linked unstable personalities
in one generation with such personalities Im the next generatlon. Some
specific details are listed below with emphasis on females.

1- Aversive patterms ip the prandparent pemeration (Gl}). Using the

recollections of grandparents by mothers and fathers in 1529-30, we
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found a pattern of irritable, unstable behavior among grandmethers
and grandfathers that covarled with high levels of marital discerd
and unhappiness. These grandparents were also likely to be seen as
hostile by the parent peneratiom,

2- Aversive patterns repyeduced, from £1 to 62, Irritable,
emotionally unstable grandmothers were most likely to have
irritable, unstable daughters, especially if their marriages were
characterized by tension and conflicts. The causal sequence runs
from unstable personalities te unstable family relatiens in the Gl
generation, and then to unstable dispositions in the next
generation.

3- Aversive parents and thelr aversive children, G3, in the 1930s.
Aversive girls and boys im the G3 generation scored high on temper
cutbursts and difficult behavicor {irritable, quarrelsome} during
the first and secend half of the 1930s. These behaviors among
daughters and sons were highly related to the arbitrary and extreme
discipline of parents. Such discipline was especially common among
unstable mothers and fathers, those who ranked high on irritability
and emoticnal instability before the Depression crisls. Aversive
children, daughters and sons, were also mest llkely te elicit
aversive behavior from parents.

4-  Aversive child behavior as a precursor of problematic parenting.
Mothers in the G3 genevation who were ill-tempered in childheod
were most likely to be seem by their own adelescents (as of 1%70)
as out-of-contrel inm discipline situations. This continuity was
less pronounced among fathers, as reported by adolescents In 1970.

Though problem behavior elicits aversive social responses that reinforce
such behavior, there are turning peoints and breaks in the cycle. Not all
11l-tempered daughters became mothers who readily lost control in discipline
situations. Intergenerational transmission and life-span development may
reflect cthe "shadows we cast upon each other‘s lives,” to borrow from David
Plath's (1980 account, but they alse veflect love and caring. Aan
understanding of both competent and problem behavior requires more than
knowledge of the personal histories of individuals. It requires a synthetic
framework that links family mewbers and their life histories.

Our understanding of women's lives i{s bound to be enriched by applying
both life-span and multi-generational analyses to their life hiastories.
Promising targets are the problems of interdependence that stem from
collective family needs, on the one hand, and individual achievement, on the
other {see Elder, Downey, & Cross, 1986). Famlly relatiomns both enhance and
curtatil the life chances of women by influencing their opportunities for
achievement through educatiom, occupation, and marriage. Individual
achievement, in turn, ¢an strengthen or weaken family bonds. This soeial
dynamic has characterized women's scheduling of family events and individual
achievement at least szinece the 19th century.

Hard Times and Womon's Functioning in Later Life

Life course analysis is challenged by early events which influence
subsequent development, aging, and health. This challenge stems in part from
the search for explanations of diverse adjustments In old age. Lieberman
(1975:136) observes that "we can always poeint to some individuals who seem to
grow as a result of the crisis, other individuals who appear to handle the
situation without showing any marked effeets, and still others who wither--
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who cannct cope, who experience severe psychological dlstress or become
somatically impaired." Can we identify life experiences that provide clues
to this adaptatienal wvariation many years larer?

Time and again we have found subgroups and Individuals that differ
markedly in how they manifest Initial life changes. One of the clearest
examples of the adaptational contrast comes from a compariseon of the
influence of Depression hardship (1929-39) on the health of elderly women
from the middle and working classes of the 1%20s (member of the Guidance
Study, parent-generation). In each stratum, some women were deprived by
income losses of more than 34 percent, whereas others were relatively
nondeprived, especially with the larpe decline in cost of living. For
lower-status women of the 1903 generatlon (Elder & Liker, 1982}, exposure to
hard cimes generally increasad passivity, low self-esteem, and feelings of
helplessness (assessed in 1970). By comparisen, economic hardshlip generally
enhanced the adaptive resilience of higher status women. A stress and
resource interpretation seems to fit this class difference: economic stress
was more prolonged in the working class, and middle-class weomen entered the
19305 with more adaptive resources than their lower-status counterparts. As
such, they were better equipped to surmount the hardships of the dacade.

Mis=ing from this account is & theory that explains how economic stress
in the 1930s could make a difference in health some 30 or 40 years later.
One theory suggestad by research to date Is based on the premise that life
changes entall some loss of control over the situation and also affect the
situation’s meaning or interpretation {such as to cause}. A promising way to
test and elaborate this hypothesiz emerged from an exchange with Martin
S$eligman and hls ploneering research on learned helplessness (1%75).
Following a series of experimental studies, Seligman and associlates (18979
arrived at a general conclusion thar has profound implications for how early
effects persist: a depresszive artributional tendency (events seen as caused
by self, as global, and as permanent in effect) puts the person at high risk
for later depressive symptoms, but only when a similar bad event cccurs.
Causal inferences ahout one’s deprivatlonal experiences Im the 30s thus have
implications for old age when such losses are epcountered once again. The
health disadvantage of income loss during the 1930s might appear in old age
only when a depreszsive outlook fashioned by Depression hardship interacts
with negative events to produce feelings of helplessness, despair, and ill
health,

Two research lssues emerged from this interactien. The first concerns
the role of 1ife changes in the formation and modification of attributional
tendencies, Are sevare and prolonged deprivational experlences a factor imn
whether people misconstrue their life situation or environment? The second
issue centers on the mediational funetion of attributisnal tendencies In
relations between life change and health. This function is based on the
assumptlon that such dispoesitions are relatively stable. A third issue has
to do with measurement. ©Can we measure actributional tendencies by coding
cause-effect statements that are drawn from Interviews? Seligman and his
research team have managed to do so In a number of projects. The major
requirement is that the statements he first-hand reports in interviews; they
can not be filtered through the lnterpretations of another person.

We could mot meet this requirement with archival data on the Berkelsy
women from the 1900 genetration. Their only verbatim interview was completed
in 1970. Ac an alternmative, we found that we could explore attributional
processes in the adulet lives of these older wemen's children. These children
were interviewed on several occasions during childhood and adult interviews
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were conducted at ages 30, 40, and 50, Little can be said about this
analysis since it Is still underway.

Sumeing Up

Three prominent and fruitful lines of empirilcal research are represented
by the timing of lives through marital age, by the dependence ef individual
behavior and family tles, and by the relation between early and late
exparlence. They are prominent in the research we have done over the years,
and they represent areas of great potencial inm the larger field of 1life
course studles. Much attention te date has focused on the timing of events
in the transicion to adulthood. Very little research, by comparisen, has
traced out the effects of differential timing of such events for subsequent
transitions, achievements, and relatlonships. Varlations in family timing
{of marriape, births) have largely unexplered implicaticns for age
differences along generatlonal and marital lines.

The dependence of Individual behavier and family relations offers a
fresh view of the life course in some respects, especially among wemen, but
in other respects it marks a well-established domain of study, that of
socialization. An Increasing propeortion of American women are enmeshed In
kin systems with three to five surviving generations. Having more surviving
generations in our lives (Hagestad, 1982), ic is important that we callect
1ife histories that capture these facts. The intergenerational relations
that occur at a polnt in time mirror a long span of interlocking lives.

The increasing longevity of women and men has given increased
significance to the quest for knowledge concerning the threads that link
early and much later experience. Why do loss experiences early in life seem
to have such powerful implications for the old age experiences of men and
women? To explain adequately connections across the life span, we may have
te work with a number of archives that have special strengths., Judieious
pairing of lomgltudinal life history archives may and can produce an analytic
desiprn of unusual power for the guestion at hand,

Overview

My twenty years of research in the longitudinal vineyards are marked by
countless trials and errors, cul de sacs, and a uniquely developmental
expericnce. I began the journey with the good fortune of rich archives at
the Institute of Human Development, and soon discovered that chey did not
include life records or histories. There is a lesson inm this discovery; good
matches between question and archive can and often have to be achieved. The
right data set i1s not always available; it may have to be redesigned.

Thete are many things that could be said about the use of longitudinal
life history archives in the study of lives. These include a review of
relative strengths and weaknesses of prospective and retrospective life
history designs, merhods for linking levels of analysis; and statistical
models for the analysis of life record data. More LImportant, however, Is the
general approach to life course analysis and data sets.

In view of the cost of longitudinal studies, there is understandable
pressure to establish some guidelines for the investment of research funds.
However, data sets and archives have particular meaning when they are viewed
from the perspective of & particular question or framework. Powerful designs
can be developed by combining data sets or study archives that individually
tall short of acceptable standards.
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For many decades the eclectic data-collection reglme of the QOakland
Growth and Berkeley Guidance studles at the University of Califernla have
been a target of criticism. This breadth that seemed undisciplined to many
now represents a virtue. The archives are valuable today in large part
because their depth and breadth provide an unsurpassed resource for the study
of social change and lives. They were not designed for the uses I had in
mind. As In many instances of archiwval use, the challenpge is to make the
best of what we have in addressing important research questions (Hyman,
1972).

One way to make the best is to rework the archive through new codings
and data files. I have briefly recounted my efforts along this line, first
wich the Oakland Growth archive and then with the Berkeley Guidance data.
Life history data setsz were prepared for both archives and the planned
analyses. The option for recasting an archive depends on the availability of
qualitative materials, such as transcribed interviews and observations.
Highly structured interviews in panel surveys do not allow this option.

Three problem foci in our vesearch identify promising areas of study
relative to women's lives: the timing of lives, as In one's age at marriage;
the relation between individusl behavior and family relations, a problematice
relation for women In particular; and the causal linkages between early and
late experiences, as Iin the comnection hetwsen young adultheod and old age.
Research questions in these and othser areasz emerge In part from ongoing
studies and from archival use,

My efforts to develop a perspective on the life course owe much to
archival work and analyses, such as those reported in Children of the Great
Depression. Observations of archival facts and especially new facts
frequently led to the posing of reformulated questioms. To paraphrase
Schopenhauer’s reflections on creativity (gquoted by Mayr, 1982:30), effective
use of life history archives often entails "thinking something that nobody
has chought yet, while locking at something that everybody sees."
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Notes

One of the most important markesrs of thls development was published in
1972 as Aging and Society., (Eds.), Matilda W. Riley, Marilyn Jehnseon, and
Anne Foner. The first volume of the Anpual Beview of Seclology published
an overview of theory and tesearch on age and the life course {Elder,
1275). In the general field of life-span studies, David Featherman
{1983) prepared a state-pf-the-art essay as the 1980s arrived, with
emphasis on intellectual development, status attaloment, and the life
course of famities and individuals fsce also Sgrenzen, Weinert, and
Sherred, 1985). Hannan and Tuma (1979} report substantlal progress in
the refinement of statistical medale for the analysis of social dynamics.
See also Nesselroade and Baltes (1979) for analytic developments in the
study of life-span proceszes. The growth of longitudinal studles is
suggestad by Schulsinger, Knop, and Mednick (1981); Mednick and Baert
f1981); and by Elder (1985},
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