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Abstract

This study explores the ways by which family weness is shaped in later life, and how it relates

to social capital, conflict and ambivalence. Data were derived from a sub-sample of 578 elders
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family life and health conditions of older people in Switzerland. We identified six family

configurations: ‘Conjugal’, ‘Son’, ‘Daughter’, ‘Sibling’, ‘Kinship’, and ‘Sparse’. These were

associated with different key life course factors and gave rise to different types of social

capital and to distinct patterns of ambivalence. With the pluralization of life courses,

individuals develop various ways of creating their family weness which has indeed an impact

on family resources in later life.

WIDMER, Eric, GIRARDIN KECIOUR, Myriam. Actively generating one's family: How elders

shape their family configurations. In: L’allungamento della vita: Una risorsa per la

famiglia, un’opportunità per la società. Milano : Vita e Pensiero, 2016. p. 85-104

Available at:

http://archive-ouverte.unige.ch/unige:90189

Disclaimer: layout of this document may differ from the published version.

 1 / 1

http://archive-ouverte.unige.ch/unige:90189


Eric Widmer - Myriam Girardin

ACTIVELY GENERATING ONE’S FAMILY: 
HOW ELDERS SHAPE THEIR FAMILY CONFIGURATIONS*1

1. Introduction

The pluralization of the life course has increased the diversity of family 
trajectories of one birth cohort after the other from the nineteen sixties on-
wards (Kohli, 2007; Widmer - Ritschard, 2009). Until now, as each cohort 
reaches old age, it has presented more diverse family contexts than the pre-
vious one. Although interest for the diversity of family contexts in old age 
has developed in gerontology (Silverstein - Giarrusso, 2010), few studies 
have focused on family contexts as defined by individuals. Families are 
usually assumed to be rather standard in old age, with a focus on spouses 
and children. This contribution challenges this assumption, as life courses 
have become more complex, with likely consequences for configurations 
of family relationships. 

The Family ‘‘we’’ or ‘‘weness’’ may actually be much more diverse in 
old age than it is usually assumed. For Cooley (1929 [1909]), identifica-
tion to a ‘‘we’’ is critical for human beings in giving rise to moral ideas in-
dispensable for group maintenance and development. This is obviously al-
so the case for family weness, which plays a key role in the structuration of 
family interactions and identity of family members (Kellerhals - Widmer 
- Levy, 2004). Accordingly, family is hypothesized to be actively generat-
ed by individuals. However, as in all human processes, in building family 
‘‘we-ness’’, individuals are constrained by their interdependences and sub-
jected to a balance of social tensions existing in their personal networks 
(Castrén - Widmer, 2015). Based on this stance, we propose to study the 
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vulnerability: life course perspectives ‒ and the Sinergia Grant n° CRSII1_129922, both financed 
by the Swiss National Science Foundation. The survey that is presented here has also received 
financial support from Pro Senectute Schweiz. The authors are grateful to the Swiss National 
Science Foundation and Pro Senectute Schweiz for their financial assistance. We would like to 
thank Professor Michel Oris and his team at the University of Geneva for collecting the data for 
this project.
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families of individuals in old age by starting with individuals’ own defi-
nition of their family rather than by imposing preconceived definitions of 
family based on institutional or normative criteria. 

Individuals’ agency is however constrained by the superseding logic of 
their memberships in family configurations (Widmer, 2010). Elias (1994) 
defined configurations as “structures of mutually oriented and dependent 
people” (p. 214). Individuals, Elias (1994) proposed, are interdependent in 
a configuration because each one fulfils some of the others’ needs for social 
recognition, power, emotional proximity, financial and practical resourc-
es, or other socially defined needs (Quintaneiro, 2005). As such, configu-
rations have to deal with power issues: Resources are scarce, and individ-
uals while cooperating, also compete for them within groups. Cooperation 
and competition create tensions and conflicts, which are beyond individual 
control. The patterns of interdependences that characterize any family con-
figuration, therefore, are largely unintended (Widmer - Giudici - Le Goff - 
Pollien, 2009). They, in turn, shape the cooperation strategies and the con-
flicts that occur in each dyad belonging to it (Widmer, 2010). On the basis 
of this theoretical stance, the configurational perspective on families pos-
its that family relationships such as conjugal processes or intergeneration-
al solidarity must be referred to their larger relational context and its power 
balance (Widmer - Jallinoja, 2008). It stresses, on one hand, that individ-
ual projects about their family relationships are shaped by the larger net-
works of interdependences with relatives, friends, and others in which they 
are embedded. On the other hand, family configurations stem from the cor-
respondence or disjunction of various individual life courses and their re-
lated agency. This contribution holds that as individuals now reaching old 
age and the family members to whom they are related have experienced 
destandardization processes in their life courses, the constitution of their 
family weness is likely to have followed a variety of paths, with conse-
quences for the organization of interdependences, both negative and posi-
tive. The next sections provide a series of empirical findings and interpre-
tations related with this claim. 

2. Who are significant family members in old age?

In recent decades, a series of demographic trends has changed the face of 
the family in old age. Increased life expectancy and the decrease in fertili-
ty have shaped ‘‘the beanpole family’’ with a complex mix of family gen-
erations (Bengtson - Rosenthal - Burton, 1990). Living longer, older peo-
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ple have a greater likelihood of facing the death of family members of their 
own cohort, such as their partner, siblings or distant kin, with some indi-
viduals even outliving their own children (Bickel - Girardin, 2008). Low 
fertility as well as delayed parenthood have contributed to the develop-
ment of childlessness among different aging cohorts (Schnettler - Wöhler, 
2014). In addition, new family forms such as step-families have become 
more frequent since the 1960s, bringing with them the consequence of an 
increased diversity of pools of relatives in old age (Silverstein - Giarrus-
so, 2010). 

Scholars should also pay attention to the gap existing between available 
relatives and significant family members. Although distinct pools of rel-
atives offer different alternatives for the development of significant fam-
ily ties, the presence of such pools does not in itself guarantee that mean-
ingful family relationships are developed (Connidis, 2010). Individuals in 
old age develop significant relationships with specific relatives rather than 
with all of them. Indeed, scholars have for instance emphasized the une-
qual intimacy linking individuals with their siblings in old age, and con-
sequently with their nephews/nieces (Connidis, 2010), but also in parent-
adult child relationships (Bengtson, 2001). Divorce earlier in life, which 
may have disrupted parent-child relationships, is likely to explain some 
of the variations in the meaningfulness of intergenerational relationships 
(Shapiro - Cooney, 2007). As a result, some individuals might disengage 
from relationships with their children and grandchildren, and compensate 
by considering emotionally-invested friends as belonging to their family 
realm (van Tilburg - Thomése, 2010). These trends suggest that there may 
be a variety of ways of defining significant family members in old age, and 
that therefore, family weness should not be considered as a mirror of fam-
ily demography.

In order to better grasp family weness in old age and see how it relates 
with patterns of interdependences, we use the Geneva subsample of the 
VLV (Vivre/Leben/Vivere) study. VLV is a large, interdisciplinary survey 
on the life and health conditions of people aged 65 and above in Switzer-
land (see Oris et al., 2016). The VLV survey was conducted in five Swiss 
cantons with a total of 3,635 participants who either reside in communi-
ty dwellings or in institutions. Stratified by sex and age, and randomly se-
lected, the overall sample is representative of the studied population. Our 
analyses focused on 578 individuals living in Geneva at home or in institu-
tions, all of whom were able to answer the questions themselves (mean age 
=78 years, age range from 65 to 101, 49% are female, 61% have a partner, 
co-resident or not, 82% have at least one living child, 68% have living sib-
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lings, 40% live alone, 25% have difficulties in performing on or more of 
eight activities of daily living (ADLs), and 7% live in institution).

A free listing technique was used to identify all individuals the respond-
ents considered to be significant family members at the time of the inter-
view in order to find out what types of family weness are present in old age 
(see Widmer - Aeby - Sapin, 2013). Respondents were limited to listing a 
maximum of five significant family members because of time constraint 
due to the multifaceted VLV survey. The term ‘‘family’’ was deliberately 
left undefined in order to elicit the personal definitions of the family. Par-
ticipants were instructed that the term ‘‘significant’’ referred to people in 
their family who have played a role, either positive or negative, in their life 
during the past year. Participants first listed all significant family members 
using their first names or initials. Then, they were asked to provide a de-
tailed description of their tie with each family member and the sociodemo-
graphic profile of each of them. Figure 1 shows the distribution of family 
terms, i.e., the percentage of respondents who cited each term.

Overall, 70% of respondents cited children as significant family mem-
bers. Current partners were cited by 46% of respondents. Siblings and 
grandchildren were also well represented. A minority of respondents ex-
tended their significant family configuration to distant relatives by includ-
ing cousins. In-laws were largely mentioned: Daughters-in-law were cited 
in 9% of the cases and sons-in-law, in 7% of cases. Surprisingly, 21% of 
respondents cited female friends as significant family members and 14% 
cited male friends. By these counts, significant family members extended 
well beyond the partner and the children. 

In order to capture the various logics behind citations of specific family 
members as significant, we constructed a typology based on clustering pro-
cedures (Girardin - Widmer, 2015). In the first cluster, the ‘Conjugal’ fami-
ly configuration, respondents were centered on their partner and their chil-
dren, whereas other blood relatives were almost absent. The second clus-
ter ‒ the ‘‘Son’’ family configuration ‒ focused on the son, the son’s part-
ner, and his children. Respondents’ partner was under-cited. In ‘‘Daugh-
ter’’ family configurations, daughters and daughters’ daughters were large-
ly cited as significant family members whereas the inclusion of respond-
ents’ partner was once again quite rare. Furthermore, daughters’ partners 
were less often cited than were sons’ partners in ‘‘Son’’ family configu-
rations. Therefore, the ‘‘Daughter’’ family configuration was largely cen-
tered on female family members.

The fourth cluster, ‘‘Sibling’’, included respondents who mainly cited 
their siblings as significant family members. Sisters were more often cit-
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ed than brothers. Siblings’ partner and siblings’ children were rarely men-
tioned. The fifth cluster, ‘‘Kinship’’, showed a strong orientation toward 
the category ‘other terms’. This cluster featured a great diversity of fami-
ly members with a variety of relatives, either related by blood or marriage 
such as in-laws, cousins, or nephews/nieces, but also stepchildren, godchil-
dren or friends considered to be family members. Finally, the sixth cluster, 
‘‘Sparse’’, included mostly respondents who either named nobody as sig-
nificant family members or primarily mentioned very few friends. In terms 
of the number of cases, Conjugal family configurations came first (39%), 
followed by Sparse (19%), Sibling (15%), Daughter (11%), Son (8%) and 
Kinship (8%) family configurations. 

Overall, family weness is constructed in distinct ways by individuals 
in old age, some focusing on their partner and children, others on chil-
dren only. Some develop significant relationships with their siblings and 
do not include either a partner or children; others yet invest in their cous-
ins or friends, as where a significant minority do not have significant fam-
ily connections at all.

3. Family weness and life trajectories

We now turn to the shaping factors of family weness associated with the 
life course. The constitution of family weness has much to do with the 
ways by which individuals have constructed their life trajectories (Wid-
mer, 2010; De Carlo - Aeby - Widmer, 2014). Indeed, family weness is the 
result of a long-term cumulative process, in which various decisions con-
cerning marriage, fertility, death, separation and divorce, but also migra-
tion, health and job orientations play out. Widowhood, separation, and di-
vorce are associated with a reorganization of family ties by individuals 
(Silverstein - Giarrusso, 2010). Having gained more autonomy, widowed 
and divorced people have a larger proportion of extended kin and friends 
than married people (Cornwell, 2011). Widowed individuals are more like-
ly than married individuals not only to develop relationships with siblings 
and make new friends, but also to receive support from them (Ha, 2008). 
Therefore, their personal networks are more heterogeneous, which might 
directly translate into the composition of their family configurations and 
their family weness. Particularly at risk of losing significant ties with their 
children, divorced men sometimes seek to compensate such losses by in-
vesting in other ties, such as in siblings or friendship (Campbell - Connidis 
- Davies, 1999). Childless individuals also invest in alternative family ties 
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such as with siblings, diverse extended kin or friends who, consequently, 
are perceived as family members because they possess important emotion-
al support potential (Schnettler - Wöhler, 2014). 

In order to explore the relationship between family configurations, pool 
of available relatives and social positions stemming from life course ex-
periences, we applied a Multiple Correspondence Analysis (MCA). MCA 
is a non-linear multivariate analysis method for representing underlying 
structures in a set of observations described by a set of categorical varia-
bles (Avolio et al., 2013). This descriptive method allows for a better un-
derstanding of how response categories are interrelated (Abdi - Valentin, 
2007). Decomposing a matrix into its basic structure, MCA provides two 
main dimensions that are usually sufficient to synthesize the most impor-
tant information contained in contingency tables (Desbois, 2008). All re-
sponse categories can be plotted along the two dimensions created by MCA 
(axes in the plot). The interpretation of results is based upon proximities 
and distances between response categories in the plot, as those that are 
close to one another present similar patterns of responses and those that 
are distant have dissimilar patterns (Abdi - Valentin, 2007; Desbois, 2008; 
Avolio et al., 2013).

Figure 2 shows how family configuration types and their explanatory 
factors are positioned along the first two dimensions produced by MCA. 
The first dimension (horizontal axis) differentiated individuals based on 
the availability of various resources. Response categories that measured 
an advantageous position in society (average-high income, male, native 
born), availability of a pool of relatives (partner, brothers/sisters, children) 
and good functional health (ADL-robust) were located on the left side of 
the horizontal axis, while those reflecting a low social position (low in-
come, female, foreign born), a small pool of available relatives (no partner, 
no brothers/sisters, no child), and poor functional health (ADL-with Dif-
ficulty and ADL-dependent) were positioned on the right side of the hor-
izontal axis. This horizontal axis labelled ‘‘Resources’’ explained 13% of 
the total variance. The second dimension (vertical axis) discriminated indi-
viduals who had children (upper part of the graph) from those who did not 
have any (lower part). This second dimension, which referred to the exist-
ence of children, was labelled ‘Fertility’ and accounted for 10% of the to-
tal variance. 

Regarding the six family configurations, they were projected on differ-
ent areas of the graph. The Conjugal family configuration was located on 
the left side of the horizontal axis (‘‘having resources’’) and the upper side 
of the vertical axis (‘‘having children’’). According to its position on the 
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graph, this type of family configuration was associated with being a male, 
native born, in a good functional health, having a good income, having a 
partner and children. As positioned on the left side of the horizontal axis 
(‘‘having resources’’) and on the lower side of the vertical axis (‘‘having 
no children’’), the Sibling family configuration was related to being a male, 
native born, being in a good functional health, having a good income, hav-
ing a partner, having siblings, but no children. 

Figure 2 - Projection of the first two dimensions of the MCA,  
after rotation

Daughter and Son family configurations were located on the right side of 
the horizontal (‘‘having no resources’’) and on the upper side of the axis 
(‘‘having children’’). These types of family configurations were correlat-
ed with being a female, foreign born, being in a poor functional health, 
having a low income, having no siblings, no partner, but having children. 
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Finally, according to their position on the graph, Kinship and Sparse fam-
ily configurations were related to a lack of children, of partner, and of 
siblings, being a female, foreign born, being in a poor functional health 
and having a low income. Interestingly, older adults who prayed at least 
once a week where also located in that part of the graph, while praying 
seldom or never was associated with having developed a conjugal fami-
ly, being a male, having high income, having a partner and children and 
being native born.

Because of gender differences in life expectancy, older men are more 
likely to have a current partner than older women, and consequently be-
ing part of Conjugal or of Sibling family configuration. However, when 
men and women have no partner (single, divorced and widowed), there 
are strong gender differences. Additional analyses stress that being unmar-
ried ‒ either single, divorced or widowed ‒ is more likely to be related to 
‘‘Sparse’’ family configurations for men than for women. Especially di-
vorced men have a higher likelihood of being embedded within a ‘‘Sparse’’ 
family configuration. Having no partner – mostly through divorce – is as-
sociated only for men with a higher risk of disengagement from different 
kinds of relatives. 

Overall, the active creation of family configurations by individuals in 
old age is bounded by a set of structural factors stemming from the life 
paths that they took. In some respects, the differences made by gender, 
income, health status and, above all, demographic outcomes, participate 
to processes of cumulation of advantages and disadvantages (Dannefer, 
1987) that lead to the creation of distinct family configurations.

4. Family weness and social capital

Let us focus now on the relational consequences of the various lay defini-
tions of family members. The configurational perspective on families in-
deed stresses the importance of family ties as resources responding to in-
dividual needs (Widmer, 2010). One main concern about families is the 
ability of their members to develop supportive relationships, as family re-
lationships constitute social capital (Furstenberg - Kaplan, 2004; Donati, 
2007). Social capital was defined as individual resources - such as compan-
ionship, love, affection and support - stemming from the possession of a 
durable network of acquaintance or recognition (Bourdieu, 1986) that can 
be accessed and/or mobilized in case of need (Moren-Cross - Lin, 2006). 

The structural characteristics of interrelations among configuration 
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members were said to shape the flow of resources, which defines the ac-
cess of each member to social capital (Moren-Cross - Lin, 2006). Two 
types of social capital were distinguished in literature. Bonding social cap-
ital is present in personal networks in which most members are tightly in-
terconnected through strong, long-lasting, intimate, multitask ties with a 
high frequency of contacts. Bonding social capital enhances expectations, 
claims, obligations, and trust among members because of the increase in 
the collective nature of normative control and support (Coleman, 1988; 
Putnam, 2000). Highly interconnected, network members may coordinate 
themselves to provide the necessary resources and organize caregiving du-
ties in cases of need ‒ a situation shown to be beneficial in old age. How-
ever, bonding social capital, which characterizes dense networks, may al-
so present obstacles to autonomy, a freedom highly valued by many old-
er adults who face a growing dependency towards their alters (Cornwell, 
2011). Bridging social capital, on the other hand, stems from an interme-
diary position between various weakly-connected subgroups in personal 
networks (Burt, 2001). Weak connections between subgroups of a person-
al network create holes that provide individuals ‒ by being intermediaries 
between otherwise unconnected members ‒ opportunities to mediate and 
control the resources that make their network members interdependent. 
Bridging social capital allows individuals to access more diverse and al-
ternative resources that can be activated under different circumstances and 
with a greater level of autonomy (Cornwell, 2011). 

Figure 3 exemplifies bonding, bridging, low and no social capital by 
four cases taken from the dataset. In the first case on the upper left (3a), 
everybody is connected to everybody else in the family configuration by 
a supportive tie. Support is almost always reciprocal, i.e. individuals pro-
vide as well as receive support. The respondent has no centrality in the 
family configuration as others play an active role in support provision. 
As such, support has a collective nature. Quite, distinctly, the second case 
(3b) features bridging social capital, with a less dense supportive network 
and a central position of the respondent in support provision. In that case, 
the respondent indeed bridges separated parts of his family configuration. 
The two cases on the lower part of Figure 3 show situations where neither 
bonding nor bridging social capital are provided. Supportive ties are only 
few (3c) or do not show up (3d), density is null, and respondents are not at 
all central in their own family configurations.

What may account for the development of such distinct types of re-
lational resources in families? Our empirical research on family config-
urations in old age (Girardin - Widmer, 2015) shows that bonding social 
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 capital and bridging social capital are unequally distributed according to 
the composition of family configurations. Conjugal and Son family config-
urations feature strong bonding social capital but no or very little bridging 
social capital, whereas Sibling family configurations provide strong bridg-
ing social capital but only little bonding social capital1. Daughter and Kin-
ship family configurations provide low bonding and bridging social capi-
tal. Sparse family configurations provide neither bonding nor bridging so-
cial capital. Overall the constitution of ‘‘weness’’ has large consequenc-
es for the provision of social capital in families. It is the conjunction of 
several significant family members that accounts for the development of 
bridging or bonding social capital, rather than the mere presence of such 
or such category of kin. For instance, the presence of children is conducive 
of bonding social capital only when a partner ‒ essentially the respond-
ent’s partner in the Conjugal family configuration or the Son’s partner in 
the Son family configuration ‒ is also present. Siblings and friends consti-
tute bridging social capital only when children and partners are not includ-
ed in the family configuration. In that sense, family configurations go be-
yond relationships in specific dyads, as relational resources available to the 
elderly, or given by them, depend on the overall organization of their pri-
mary group, including their interdependences.

5. The negative side of family configurations: conflict and ambivalence

Family research often focuses on the positive dimensions of family rela-
tionships associated with family solidarity and social capital. In the con-
figurational perspective, social capital produced by families is one side of 
the coin only, as the normativity of family support in conjunction with the 
relative lack of the corresponding necessary resources to live up to it, trig-
ger various forms of tensions and conflicts, which were encapsulated under 
the concept of ambivalence by gerontologists. Following Kurt Lüscher’s 
typology on intergenerational ambivalence (2000, 2002, 2005; Lüscher - 
Hoff, 2013), we proposed to study ambivalence in family configurations 
by referring to four patterns of conflict and support ‒ Emancipation, Soli-
darity, Captivation and Atomization (Girardin et al., submitted). 

Solidarity is characterised by dense supportive ties, with low density of 

1 For an explanation about the interesting difference between Son family configurations, which 
create bonding social capital, and Daughter family configurations, which are conducive of low 
social capital (see Girardin - Widmer, 2015).
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conflicting ties; in that first case, family support is actively promoted by 
family members while tension and conflict are avoided resulting in a rel-
atively low degree of ambivalence. Captivation is characterised by a high 
density of conflict and a low density of support; family members may feel 
forced to remain together due to strong family obligations and/or lack of 
their own resources, and this makes them highly dependent on their family 
network. Captivation presents a rather low degree of ambivalence because 
family ties are burdened by tensions and conflict, with limited support.  
Atomization is characterised by a low density of both support and conflict; 
this pattern is associated with a low degree of ambivalence. This type aris-
es in family configurations in which family members are not interconnect-
ed. Therefore, support peters out faster over the long term and tensions are 
resolved by emotional disengagement and separation, putting older adults 
at a potential risk of loneliness. Finally, Emancipation mixes high densi-
ty of support with high density of conflict; tensions may arise when family 
members have to negotiate their autonomy in dense, supportive and possi-
bly oppressive family configurations. 

Figure 4 provides an illustration of the Solidarity and Captivation pat-
terns by using cases taken from the dataset. In the first case on the upper 
side of the graph, everybody is connected to everybody else in the family 
configuration by a supportive tie (4a), as where only very few or no con-
flict relationships are present in the family configuration (4b). Quite, dis-
tinctly, the second case (lower part of Figure 4) features family Captiva-
tion, because the low density of support (4c) is in that case associated with 
quite a number of conflict ties as well (4d). 

In the Geneva subsample of the VLV study, 31% of respondents were 
embedded in the Solidarity pattern, 23% in the Emancipation pattern, 9% 
in the Captivation pattern, and 37% in the Atomization pattern. Emanci-
pation and Solidarity were more likely to develop when resources, such 
as income, health, and partnership, are available, while Captivation and  
Atomization occurred more often when such resources were lacking. This 
result is consistent with previous findings stressing that the availability of 
resources contributes to sustaining support within family configurations, 
whereas their scarcity challenges the balance of support exchanges with-
in family networks (Connidis, 2003; Hillcoat-Nallétamby - Phillips, 2011; 
Offer, 2012). Fewer resources mean being less able to sustain reciproci-
ty in family ties, especially when coupled with support needs. This creates 
strain on family members who feel that they have to fulfil their family ob-
ligations (Lüscher - Pillemer, 1998; Connidis - McMullin, 2002; Willson 
- Shuey - Elder - Wickrama, 2006). Such situations lead to tensions and 
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 conflict throughout family configurations and, sometimes, to disengage-
ment and isolation in cases of severely limited resources (Offer, 2012). 

The composition of family configurations again played a key role for 
the development of ambivalence patterns in old age (Girardin et al., sub-
mitted). The presence of children, which implies strong family obliga-
tions, was associated with a high level of conflict. Family configurations 
focused on children were associated with two distinct patterns of con-
flict and support according to the availability of older adults’ resources. 
Emancipation occurred when sufficient resources ‒ such as good func-
tional health, high income and partnership ‒ are available to sustain sup-
port exchanges and better share care responsibilities within the family 
network. Captivation developed when resources were lacking, leading to 
strong tensions and weak support. In such cases, the scarcity of resources 
made support obligations between older parents and adult children diffi-
cult to fulfil (Offer, 2012). Conversely, the absence of children was relat-
ed to low levels of conflict in family configurations, as it implies a possi-
bility for more elective involvement in one’s family (Campbell - Connid-
is - Davies, 1999; Schnettler - Wöhler, 2014). In such family configura-
tions, older adults maintain mostly satisfying and supportive ties, while 
disengaging from tense ones, resulting in two different patterns of con-
flict and support depending upon the availability of resources. Solidarity 
occurs when health, economic (income) and demographic (partnership) 
resources are sufficient to foster support exchanges while Atomization 
develops when resources are insufficient. In such situations, family ties 
are disengaged as they are not sustained by strong support obligations as-
sociated with intergenerational ties. 

Family social capital therefore often comes with a cost, as those fami-
ly configurations focused on intergenerational ties without the support of 
a partner or of siblings are associated with high levels of stress and con-
flicts, especially when financial resources are weak and functional health 
of the elderly is poor. Men and women are distinct in these regards. Wom-
en are more likely than men to experience Captivation or Atomization be-
cause they have a higher risk of facing diminishing resources in later life 
due to widowhood, decrease in income, and decline in functional health. 
Thus, gender inequality in later life results from the accumulation of dis/
advantages in terms of health, economic (income) and demographic (part-
nership) resources over the life course related to their differential position 
in society and their longer life expectancy (see Moen, 1996; Arber - David-
son - Ginn, 2003; Dannefer, 2003; Wanner - Sauvain-Dugerdil - Guilley - 
Hussy, 2005; Willson - Shuey - Helder - Wickrama, 2006).
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6. Conclusion

Configurations of significant family members are various in old age. Like 
individuals in other age groups (Widmer, 2010), older adults develop a di-
versity of family configurations and family weness. Individuals of that age 
group actively generate their family contexts by stressing unequally part-
ners, children, siblings, friends and holders of other family statuses, as sig-
nificant family members. In this regard, the constitution of family configu-
rations has an obvious dimension of agency and activity. Indeed, individu-
als may choose to disregard some relatives while strongly investing in oth-
ers. When older adults, during an open-ended interview such as the one 
proposed in the VLV study, chose to include a friend as a significant family 
member, while disregarding an existing sibling or even a child, they indeed 
stressed to themselves and to the interviewer that they were able to make 
choices and to hierachize or prioritize people of their personal networks 
as significant family members. The social processes behind these choices 
may not be easy and painless ones, but they nevertheless happen in daily 
life of many individuals, who, facing diminishing resources, choose to be 
more selective while growing older (Carstensen, 1992). 

Actively generating family contexts fosters in turn distinct types of so-
cial capital and different patterns of ambivalence. Developing a Conjugal 
or a Sibling family configuration means getting an access to distinct types 
of social capital, whose consequences in terms of conflict and ambivalence 
strongly vary. The likelihood of experiencing one’s family environment 
as supportive and/or tense to a great extent depends on the family statuses 
of the persons who contribute to it. The active creation of family weness 
by the elderly is however constrained by the position in society that they 
achieved during their life course. Therefore, family weness, as defined by 
each individual, constitutes a key factor of cumulative advantages or dis-
advantages in old age (Dannefer, 2003). 

REFERENCES

Abdi H. - VAlentin D. (2007), Multiple Correspondence Analysis, in SAlkind, 
N. (ed.), Encyclopedia of Measurement and Statistics, Sage, Thousand Oaks, CA, 
pp. 1-13.

Arber S. - dAVidSon k. - Ginn J. (2003), Changing Approaches to Gender and 
Later Life, in Arber S. - dAVidSon K. - Ginn J. (eds.), Gender and Aging: Chang-
ing Roles and Relationships, Open University Press, Berkshire, UK, pp. 1-14.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/239542271_Multiple_Correspondence_Analysis?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/239542271_Multiple_Correspondence_Analysis?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/239542271_Multiple_Correspondence_Analysis?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/242273665_CHANGING_APPROACHES_TO_GENDER_AND_LATER_LIFE?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/242273665_CHANGING_APPROACHES_TO_GENDER_AND_LATER_LIFE?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/242273665_CHANGING_APPROACHES_TO_GENDER_AND_LATER_LIFE?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223067244_Family_Configurations_A_Structural_Approach_to_Family_Diversity?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==


ACTIVELY GENERATING ONE’S FAMILY 101

AVolio M. - MotAGnoli S. - MArino M. - bASSo D. - FuriA G. - ricciArdi W. 
- de belViS A.G. (2013), Factors Influencing Quality of Life for Disabled and Non 
Disabled Elderly Population: The Results of a Multiple Correspondence Analysis, 
“Current Gerontology and Geriatrics Research”, pp. 1-6.

benGtSon V.L. (2001), Beyond the Nuclear Family: The Increasing Importance 
of Multigenerational Bonds (The Burgess Award Lecture), “Journal of Marriage 
and Family”, 63, pp. 1-16.

benGtSon V.L. - roSenthAl C. - burton L. (1990), Families and Aging: Diver-
sity and Heterogeneity, in binStock R.H. - GeorGe L. (eds.), Handbook of Aging 
and Social Sciences, Academic Press, San Diego, CA, pp. 263-287.

bickel J.-F. - GirArdin M. (2008), Vie familiale et relationnelle, in lAliVe 
d’epinAy c. - Spini D. (eds.), Les années fragiles: La vie au-delà de quatre-vingts 
ans, Les Presses de l’Université de Laval, Québec, Canada, pp. 171-208.

bourdieu P. (1986), The Forms of Capital, in richArdSon J.G. (ed.), Handbook 
of Theory and Research for the Sociology of Education, Greenwood Press, New 
York, NY, pp. 241-258.

burt R. (2001), The Social Capital of Structural Holes, in Guilléen M.F. - col-
linS R. - enGlAnd P. - Meyer M. (eds.), New Directions in Economic Sociology, 
Russell Sage Foundation, New York, NY, pp. 201-250.

cAMpbell L.D. - connidiS I.A. - dAVieS L. (1999), Sibling Ties in Later Life: A 
Social Network Analysis, “Journal of Family Issues”, 20, pp. 114-148.

cArStenSen L.L. (1992), Social and Emotional Patterns in Adulthood: Support 
for Socioemotional Selectivity Theory, “Psychology and Aging”, 7, pp. 331-338.

cAStrén A.M. - WidMer E.D. (2015), Insiders and Outsiders in Stepfamilies: 
Adults’ and Children’s Views on Family Boundaries, “Current Sociology”, 63, pp. 
35-56.

coleMAn J.S. (1988), Social Capital in the Creation of Human Capital, “Ameri-
can Journal of Sociology”, 94, pp. S95-S120.

connidiS I.A. (2003), Divorce and Union Dissolution: Reverberations over Three 
Generations, “Canadian Journal on Aging”, 22, pp. 353-368. 

connidiS I.A. (2010), Family Ties and Aging (2nd ed.), Pin Forge Press/Sage, 
Thousand Oaks, CA.

connidiS I.A. - McMullin J.A. (2002), Sociological Ambivalence and Family 
Ties: A Critical Perspective, “Journal of Marriage and Family”, 64, pp. 558-567.

cooley C.H. (1929), Social Organization: A Study of the Larger Mind [1909], 
Schocken, New York, NY.

cornWell B. (2011), Independence through Social Networks: Bridging Potential 



102 ERIC WIDMER - MYRIAM GIRARDIN

among Older Women and Men, “The Journals of Gerontology, Series B: Psycho-
logical Sciences and Social Sciences”, 66, pp. 782-794.

dAnneFer D. (1987), Aging as Intracohort Differentiation: Accentuation, the 
Matthew Effect, and the Life Course, “Sociological Forum”, 2, pp. 211-236.

dAnneFer D. (2003), Cumulative Advantage/Disadvantage and the Life Course: 
Cross-Fertilizing Age and Social Science Theory, “The Journals of Gerontology, 
Series B: Psychological Sciences and Social Sciences”, 58, pp. S327-S337.

de cArlo I. - Aeby G. - WidMer E.D. (2014), La variété des configurations 
familiales après une recomposition: choix et contraintes, “Revue Suisse de 
 Sociologie”, 40, pp. 9-27.

deSboiS D. (2008), L’analyse des correspondances multiples ‘à la hollandaise’: 
introduction à l’analyse d’homogénéité, “Revue MODULAD”, 38, pp. 194-244.

donAti P. (2007), Il capitale sociale: l’approccio relazionale, FrancoAngeli, 
Milano.

eliAS N. (1994), The Civilizing Process, Basil Blackwell, Oxford, UK.

FurStenberG F.F. - kAplAn S.B. (2004), Social Capital and the Family, in rich-
ArdS M. - Scott J. - treAS J. (eds.), Blackwell Companion to the Sociology of 
Families, Blackwell, Malden, MA, pp. 218-232.

GirArdin M. - WidMer E.D. (2015), Lay Definitions of Family and Social Capi-
tal in Later Life, “Personal Relationships”, 22, pp. 712-737.

GirArdin M. - WidMer E.D. - connidiS I.A. - cAStrén A.-M. - GouVeiA R. - 
MASotti B. (2015), Family Configurations in Later Life: A Network Analysis of 
Conflict and Support Patterns, “Social Networks”.

hA J.H. (2008), Changes in Support from Confidants, Children, and Friends fol-
lowing Widowhood, “Journal of Marriage and Family”, 70, pp. 306-318.

hillcoAt-nAllétAMby S. - phillipS J.E. (2011), Sociological Ambivalence Re-
visited, “Sociology”, 45, pp. 202-217.

kellerhAlS J. - WidMer E.D. - leVy R. (2004), Mesure et démesure du couple. 
Cohésion, crises et résilience dans la vie des couples, Payot, Paris.

kohli M. (2007), The Institutionalization of the Life Course: Looking Back to 
Look Ahead, “Research in Human Development”, 4, pp. 253-271.

lüScher K. (2000), Ambivalence: A Key Concept for the Study of Intergenera-
tional Relations. Family Issues between Gender and Generation, Office for Offi-
cial Publications of the European Communities, Luxembourg, LU, pp. 11-25.

lüScher K. (2002), Intergenerational Ambivalence: Further Steps in Theory and 
Research, “Journal of Marriage and Family”, 64, pp. 585-593.



ACTIVELY GENERATING ONE’S FAMILY 103

lüScher K. (2005), Looking at Ambivalences: The Contribution of a “New-Old” 
View of Intergenerational Relations to the Study of the Life Course, in leVy R. - 
GhiSlettA P. - le GoFF J.-M. - Spini D. - WidMer E.D. (eds.), Towards an In-
terdisciplinary Perspective on the Life Course, Elsevier, Oxford, UK, pp. 95-131.

lüScher, K. - pilleMer K. (1998), Intergenerational Ambivalence: A New Ap-
proach to the Study of Parent-Child Relations in Later Life, “Journal of Marriage 
and Family”, 60, pp. 413-425.

lüScher K. - hoFF A. (2013), Intergenerational Ambivalence: Beyond Solidarity 
and Conflict, in Albert I. - FerrinG D. (eds.), Intergenerational Relations: Eu-
ropean Perspectives in Family and Society, Policy Press, Bristol, UK, pp. 39-63.

Moen P. (1996), Gender, Age, and the Life Course, in binStock R.H. - GeorGe 
L.K. - MArShAll V.W. - MyerS G.C. - Schulz J.H. (eds.), Handbook of Aging 
and the Social Sciences (4th ed.), Academic Press, San Diego, CA, pp. 171-187.

Moren-croSS J.L. - lin N. (2006), Social Networks and Health, in binStock 
R.H. - GeorGe L.K. - cutler S.J. - hendrickS J. - Schulz J.h. (eds.), Hand-
book of Aging and the Social Sciences (6th ed.), Academic Press, Burlington, MA, 
pp. 111-126.

oFFer S. (2012), The Burden of Reciprocity: Processes of Exclusion and With-
drawal from Personal Networks among Low-Income Families, “Current Sociolo-
gy”, 60, pp. 788-805.

oriS M. - GuichArd e. - nicolet M. - GAbriel r. - tholoMier A. - Monnot 
ch. - FAGot d. - Joye d. (2016), Representation of Vulnerability and the Elder-
ly: A Total Survey Error Perspective on the VLV survey, in oriS M. - robertS c. 
- Joye d. - ernSt-Stähli M. (eds.), Surveying Human Vulnerabilities across the 
Life Course, Springer, Berlin-New York.

putnAM R.D. (2000), Bowling Alone: The Collapse and Revival of American 
Community, Simon & Schuster, New York, NY.

QuintAneiro T. (2005), The Concept of Figuration or Configuration in Norbert 
Elias’ Sociological Theory, “Teoria and Sociedade”, 12, pp. 54-69.

Schnettler S. - Wöhler T. (2014), On the Supporting Role of Friendship for 
Parents and Non-Parents in Later Life. A Comparative Analysis Using Data 
from the Three Waves of the German Aging Survey, in löW M. (ed.), Vielfalt und 
Zusammenhalt: Verhandlungen des 36. Kongresses der Deutschen Gesellschaft 
für Soziologie in Bochum 2012.

ShApiro A. - cooney T.M. (2007), Divorce and Intergenerational Relations 
across the Life Course, “Advances in Life Course Research”, 12, pp. 191-219.

SilVerStein M. - GiArruSSo R. (2010), Aging and Family Life: A Decade Re-
view, “Journal of Marriage and Family”, 72, pp. 1039-1058.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/220879623_Bowling_Alone_The_Collapse_and_Revival_of_American_Community?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/220879623_Bowling_Alone_The_Collapse_and_Revival_of_American_Community?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262722392_The_concept_of_figuration_or_configuration_in_Norbert_Elias'_sociological_theory?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/262722392_The_concept_of_figuration_or_configuration_in_Norbert_Elias'_sociological_theory?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/230756628_Aging_and_Family_Life_A_Decade_Review?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/230756628_Aging_and_Family_Life_A_Decade_Review?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==


104 ERIC WIDMER - MYRIAM GIRARDIN

VAn tilburG T. G. - thoMéSe F. (2010), Societal Dynamics in Personal Net-
works, in dAnneFer D. - phillipSon C. (eds.), The Sage Handbook of Social Ger-
ontology, Sage, London, UK, pp. 215-225.

WAnner p. - SAuVAin-duGerdil C. - Guilley E. - huSSy C. (2005), Ages et gé-
nérations. La vie après 50 ans en Suisse, Swiss Federal Statistical Office, Neuchâ-
tel, Switzerland.

WidMer E.D. (2010), Family Configurations: A Structural Approach to Family 
Diversity, Ashgate, London, UK.

WidMer E.D. - JAllinoJA R. (2008), Beyond the Nuclear Family. Families in a 
Configurational Perspective, Peter Lang, Berne.

WidMer E.D. - ritSchArd G. (2009), The De-Standardization of the Life Course: 
Are Men and Women Equal?, “Advances in Life Course Research”, 14, pp. 28-39.

WidMer E.D. - Aeby G. - SApin M. (2013), Collecting Family Network Data, “In-
ternational Review of Sociology”, 23, pp. 37-41.

WidMer e.d. - Giudici F. - le GoFF J.M. - pollien A. (2009), From Support 
to Control: A Configurational Perspective on Conjugal Quality, “Journal of Mar-
riage and Family”, 71, pp. 437-448.

WillSon A.e. - Shuey k.M. - elder G.h. - WickrAMA k.A.S. (2006), Ambiv-
alence in Mother-Adult Child Relations: A Dyadic Analysis, “Social Psychology 
Quarterly”, 69, pp. 235-252.

https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223067244_Family_Configurations_A_Structural_Approach_to_Family_Diversity?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223067244_Family_Configurations_A_Structural_Approach_to_Family_Diversity?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223067301_Beyond_the_Nuclear_Family_Families_in_a_Configurational_Perspective?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223067301_Beyond_the_Nuclear_Family_Families_in_a_Configurational_Perspective?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/223067623_The_de-standardization_of_the_life_course_Are_men_and_women_equal?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/243464853_Collecting_family_network_data?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/243464853_Collecting_family_network_data?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247781332_Ambivalence_in_Mother-Adult_Child_Relations_A_Dyadic_Analysis?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247781332_Ambivalence_in_Mother-Adult_Child_Relations_A_Dyadic_Analysis?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/247781332_Ambivalence_in_Mother-Adult_Child_Relations_A_Dyadic_Analysis?el=1_x_8&enrichId=rgreq-3206b16d77928952f80c1e228b18809d-XXX&enrichSource=Y292ZXJQYWdlOzI5OTc0MTI5MztBUzozNDc3ODUwNTc1ODcyMDBAMTQ1OTkyOTgyNzE3NQ==

