
The aim of this workshop is to discuss the heuristic 
potential of the concept of ambivalence to study the 
accumulation of vulnerability over the life course. 

As individuals move over the life course they experience 
multiple roles, they move over different contexts of sociali-
zation, and they accumulate resources and stresses across 
several life domains (family, intimacy, work, leisure, health, 
citizenship, migration, etc.).  Individuals are thus likely to 
experience contradictory demands between these several 
spheres, which can generate the experience of ambiva-
lences. Thus, if on the one hand, ambivalence can produce 
vulnerability; on the other hand, it can also represent a co-
ping strategy to deal with vulnerability over the life course. 
For instance, individuals may experience psychological 
distress by trying to conciliate work and private life, but 

the experience of ambivalence may also incentivize indi-
viduals to find more suitable and innovative strategies of 
family-work balance, and to become socially creative. 

The experience of certain critical events and normative and 
non-normative life transitions can potentiate ambivalence 
in relationships, feelings, cognitions, attitudes, practices, 
and rituals which can reconfigure spaces of vulnerability. 
Actually, the life course has an inherently multilevel nature 
since human lives are built in the interplay between histo-
rical, normative, political, structural and subjective levels. 
However, these levels can often be in conflict with each 
other, triggering ambivalences in individuals, families and 
groups. For instance, how do couples cope with inconsis-
tency between their perception of prevailing gender norms 
and their own strategies of family-work conciliation?
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The current debates on life course studies often describe 
human lives in contemporary societies as characterized by 
uncertainty, complexity and contradiction, thus forced to 
deal with contingencies. Individuals oscillate and vacillate 
between agency and structure, resources and constraints, 
stability and instability, individualization and pluralization, 
reproduction and innovation, tradition and moderniza-
tion, standardization and de-standardization, linearity and 
turbulence and claims of authority and influence. These 
dynamics are embedded in vulnerability structures, but 
it can also generate vulnerabilities in short or long-term. 
Therefore, we believe that ambivalence can be used as a 
framework to give sense to these complex dynamics. This 
requires theoretical and methodological elaborations of the 
concept.

How can the idea of ambivalence be useful for the study 
of vulnerability over the life course? What are the theore-
tical bridges between ambivalence, vulnerability and life 
course?  How can we bring quantitative and qualitative 
methods together to approach these issues? In which 
way can we measure and operationalize ambivalence, 
and how can we use it as an interpretative concept? What 
is the current knowledge of an elaborated understanding 
of ambivalence? What are the gaps and potentials in the 
theoretical, methodological, and empirical developments 
of ambivalence to better tackle vulnerability over the life 
course? In which topics can we expect to give new in-
sights by using the ambivalence framework? These are 
some of the key questions that we aim to address in our 
workshop.
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>> Format

The workshop will be divided in two parts. First, we will 
have a round table with key-note speakers who will address 
the topics of ambivalence, vulnerability and life course both 
theoretically and empirically, followed by a joint discussion 
on the potentials, gaps and challenges for future research 
on the articulation of these three research topics. The se-
cond part consists of a discussion of the submitted manus-
cripts, previously distributed among the participants. 

>> Types of manuscripts

We welcome both empirical and theoretical papers dis-
cussing themes on the intersection of ambivalence, 
vulnerability and life course, to be distributed in advance 
among the participants. In the workshop we intend to sti-
mulate interdisciplinary discussions on these topics and 
to potentiate research networks.

>> Organizers

Kurt Lüscher, Eric Widmer, Rita Gouveia

USEFUL INFORMATION

>> Dates

November 2 (14:00-18:00) and 3 (09:00-13:00), 2017 

>> Venue

University of Geneva

>> Registration

The registration is free and includes the social dinner on 
Thursday and the lunch on Friday. The participants are res-
ponsible for all other expenses.

>> Abstracts 

Abstracts of the manuscripts should be submitted in En-
glish via e-mail to Rita.Gouveia@unige.ch. Abstracts should 
have at least 800 words and a maximum of 1000 words 
(excluding the title, the authors’ name, e-mail, and institu-
tional affiliation). 

>> Deadline for abstract submissions

July 3, 2017
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