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TIME IN LIFE COUSE RESEARCH

• Time as an empirical 
unidirectional and linear 
construct

• uniform, ordered, 
continuous durations

• Time as  external to the 
phenomenon under 
study, structure to 
pigeon-hole processes 
(biographical, 
generational, historical 
change)
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LIFE COURSE CUBE

Relative Time 



THE DUAL NATURE OF TIME

• Absolute and relative time

• Chronos and Kairos (Rämö, 1999) 

• Objective and Inner time (Schutz, 1962)

• Events in time and time in events (Adam, 1990)

• Natural and symbolic time (Mills, 2000), 

• Cosmological and phenomenological time (Lallement, 2017)

• Fixed and fluid time (Neale 2019).
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BIOGRAPHIC AND NARRATIVE STUDIES

• Biographic and narrative studies of the life course
• time is experienced, constructed and controlled within narratives 

(Brockmeier, 2000; Tsuji, 2005);  
• temporal coherence, understood as linear, chronological order or 

sequencing is constructed and maintained in life story narratives 
(Habermas & Bluck, 2000; Köber & Habermas, 2016; Rosenthal, 2004). 

• Understandings of ageing and perceptions of future times (Phoenix, 
Smith & Sparkes, 2007) 

• New experiences, or change in motivations or concerns, change the 
meanings individuals attribute to past events (Hareven & Masaoka, 
1988; McAdams, 2008; Schütze, 1980 in Berthaux & Kohli, 1984).
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HUMAN AGENCY

• Anticipation and memory are shaped by current moments -
and viceversa - has implication for agency
• shadows of the past and shadows of the future (Axelrod & Hamilton, 

1981; Bernardi et al. 2019) 
• perception of the capacity to influence one’s own life (Hitlin & 

Kirkpatrick Johnson, 2015; Hitlin & Kwon, 2016).

• Agency is inherently anchored in a temporal frame of 
orientations
• Everyday orientation and life time perspective (Kohli 2019)
• Prgamatic, life course, existential and identity agency (Hitlin and Elder 

(2007) 
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OTHER DISCIPLINES

• Psychology: Pace and tempo of time varies across the life 
course, as it is perceived to pass by more rapidly with age 
(Fraisse, 1967)
• Memory distortion (Jansen 2017)
• Socioemotional selectivity theory and the time left to live  

(Carstensen, Isaacowitz & Charles, 1999).
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OTHER DISCIPLINES

• Economics: Distortion in perception of past and future time 
intervals - > non linear connection of past choices  to the 
present (Gislain, 2017; Lapied & Renault, 2017).
• Temporal self-regulation theory  : asymmetry of temporal trade offs in 

health (Hall & Fong, 2007). 
• Cultural variation in temporal discounting (Wang, Rieger & Hens, 

2016) 
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TOWARDS A DEFINITION OF RELATIVE TIME
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ILLUSTRATING RELATIVE 
TIME THROUGH 

PROSPECTIVE 
QUALITATIVE RESEARCH



THE CASE STUDY RESEARCH CONTEXT

• Prospective qualitative data study: The multiple pathways of 
lone parenthood

• 38 interviews with lone mothers and 2 fathers with sole physical
custody of at least one child 0-13 at first interview

• Three waves of data generation (2012-2013; 2015 & 2018)

• Data analyzed: Interviewees participating in all three waves of 
the project (28x3)

• Content analysis through hierarchical theory-driven coding
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https://lives-nccr.ch/en/page/lone-parenthood-vulnerabilities-et-resources-n3912


ANOUK’S TRANSITION TO LP

• Anouk’s biography
• Sole custody of her child across the three waves
• Transition to LP: moving out of common apartment
• No changes in legal situation

• Anouk’s biographic narrative:
• Unclear boundaries for the transition to lone parenthood
• Partnership status evolving in non-linear ways
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RELATIVE TIME I: MULTIDIRECTIONAL TIME

All I had imagined was falling apart, I was born of an unknown
father, of a lone mother, I wanted obviously to do everything not to
recreate a lone parent family, and I was precisely going there, right
into the wall, and besides I could only blame myself, because I knew
about Jean’s past very well and I also knew about his alcoholism.
[…] Only today I can say this; during all that time, I always expected
that it would change (Anouk, wave 1, 41, 1 child aged 4).
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RELATIVE TIME II: TELESCOPIC TIME

I need every time to get to a point where I really go to the very end
of my limits, and I say to myself… there, I was a danger on the
highway, I was putting myself at danger, so bad were my nerves… I
told myself, again the same reflections as when Lucas was a baby… I
said well, he will finish with a mom, either dead or.., and an alcoholic
dad, so at some point, you have to take charge of yourself, and
taking charge means stopping this life, that is not possible like this
(Anouk, wave 1, 41, 1 child aged 4).
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RELATIVE TIME III: ELASTIC TIME

When Jean is sober everything goes well […] (but) there’s been periods
where he was drunk very very often, so there weren’t many pauses, I would
tell myself ‘at least one pause’ […] In short, it was a very hard period,
because Jean was very much alcoholised and so for me… it was not possible
anymore to anticipate anything,… […] we said he’d take him one day per
weekend or even the whole weekend […] but since I never know in advance,
if I planned something for me, I had to warn my parents so that in case…
so, it’s hard, it was very hard to deal with (Anouk, wave 2, 43, child aged 6).

We had all these years, “I leave you, I come back, I love you, I don’t love
you…”. […] But it took me so long to get out of this. But, but… this time I
got out and that I… I admit that, well, that I live again. […] It’s like if I
had the impression that I can take my life back in charge. (Anouk, wave
3, 46, child aged 9).
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IMPLICATIONS FOR LIFE COURSE RESEARCH

• Multidirectional time: expectations about the future and 
reinterpretations of the past as components of current life 
courses events and transitions

• Telescopic time: time horizons and decision-making

• Elastic time: objective time distance of events vs acquired
meaning

• Events: turning points, trigger points, tipping points

• Transitions: blurry boundaries, non-linear evolution, parallel
timings, changing boundaries and tempos
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