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This paper presents the life course paradigm to study behavior over the course of one’s life. It uses data from a longitudinal study to

illustrate how this approach could be employed to overcome some limitations of previous consumer research that attempt to study

consumers over time.
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ExTEndEd AbsTrACT
Scholars have noted that many consumption phenomena are 

time and context-dependent, but have offered limited directions that 
would help researchers study consumers over the course of their 
lives. The life course paradigm, which is considered one of the most 
important achievements of social science in the second half of the 
20th century and is widely used globally and across disciplines (El-
der et al. 2003), can address time and context dependent consumer 
issues. 

The life course approach focuses on examining gradual or abrupt 
changes in behavior of a unit (e.g., individual, family) that take place 
over time.  These changes are assumed to be embedded with earlier 
life experiences, including earlier changes in behavior, and are stud-
ied as time- and context-dependent events, changes, or transitions. 
Behavior at any stage in life or given point in time is viewed as the 
product of responses to earlier life conditions and the way the indi-
vidual or other units have adapted to various circumstances (Mayer 
and Tuma 1990).  The purpose of this paper is to illustrate the life 
course approach. Theories and methods are presented, hypotheses 
based on theoretical life course perspectives are developed, and data 
from a national longitudinal study are used to test the proposed rela-
tionships. Implications of study findings for theory development and 
future research are also discussed. 

According to the life course paradigm, biological and psycho-
logical changes during a person’s life and social demands across the 
life course define typical life events and social roles that serve as 
turning points and affect a person’s life; they create physical, emo-
tional, and social demands and circumstances to which one must 
adapt by changing his or her thoughts and actions.  Patterns of 
thought and action at a given stage in life are viewed as outcomes of 
one’s adaptation to various demands and circumstances experienced 
earlier in life, with adaptation entailing the processes of (a) stress and 
coping responses, (b) socialization, and (c) development or growth 
and decline.  These processes are the underlying change mechanisms 
of the three most widely-accepted life course perspectives: stress, 
normative, and human capital, respectively (Moschis 2007). 

The rapid diffusion of the life course as a research framework 
across disciplines was largely because of the development of mod-
els collectively known as event history analysis (EHA) (Mayer and 
Tuma 1990).  Most EHA models are defined by expressing the haz-
ard rate of an event or change (or transition rate when a shift to one 
of several states is possible) as a specific function of relevant time 
dimension (e.g., duration, age), measured covariates, and unmea-
sured random disturbances (Mayer and Tuma 1990). When an event, 
transition, or change at any given point depends on how long an indi-
vidual has been at a given state, it becomes duration-dependent; that 
is, it can be modeled as a probability in the rate of transition (change) 
with respect to time on the basis of how long (duration) a person 
has been in that state. In life course research, a change in behavior 
is equivalent to an event; it is viewed as a transition from one state 
to the next (e.g., from a nonuser to a user of a product). Movement 
from an original state to a destination state defines transitions.  All 
people begin in the original state (e.g., nonusers) and are “at risk” of 
making the transition to the destination state. The risk of making a 
transition is defined as a function of time, and the dependent variable 

is expressed as a probability of change given the length of time a 
person has been at a given state.  

We illustrate the application of life course paradigm by formu-
lating our hypotheses based on the three theoretical perspectives to 
explain consumers’ responses to two types of consumption choices 
(studied as events)—one first-time and another repeat choice. Ac-
quiring membership in age-segmented associations that serve people 
over a certain age (ASAS) is a first time decision that requires age 
eligibility (age 50 that marks the beginning of the “risk” period and 
defines a person’s membership in the “older-age” subculture (e.g., 
AARP). The second, changes in investments (CINV), which may 
involve both new investments and new allocation of existing assets, 
can be a repeated behavior (event) that requires no age eligibility; it 
is relevant to adult consumers regardless of their stage in life.

A stratified sample of 9500 household heads, heavily skewed 
toward older-age brackets received the first questionnaire, and ex-
actly five years after the first survey was administered, the 709 identi-
fied respondents who agreed to participate in the second survey were 
mailed the second questionnaire.  A total of 379 usable question-
naires were returned (53.4% of those who had agreed to participate), 
of which 318 could be matched to the first anonymous questionnaire 
by means of date of birth and other demographic information in rare 
cases. In our EHA models, the dependent variables were expressed as 
events that occurred after a consumer had entered the “risk” period of 
experiencing the specific consumer behavior change. 

Among the study findings, results suggest that consumers change 
their behaviors in anticipation of specific life transition events, sug-
gesting the importance of studying the timing of these changes in 
response to the expected transitions, and the types of consumers who 
change their behaviors earlier than others. The life course approach 
could make a useful contribution to research in consumer behavior 
because it because it makes time, context, and process more salient 
dimensions of theory and analysis.
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