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Abstract 
 

Glen Elder and associates’ principles of the life course perspective have inspired decades 
of research on human lives.  While these principles are usually articulated and investigated 
individually, they reference analytic distinctions that simplify their empirical coexistence 
and mutual interrelation.  In this lecture I illustrate this complexity by focusing on agency, 
here operationalized as psychological resources contributing to socioeconomic 
attainment and mobility.  Evidence from the Youth Development Study (YDS) indicates 
that agentic orientations are shaped by “linked lives” over longer periods of time than 
previously understood, and that their associations with ambition and achievement are 
altered by “time and place.”  The YDS has followed a Minnesota cohort (G2, born 1973-
74) with 20 surveys from mid-adolescence (age 14-15) to mid-life (age 45-46). The YDS 
also includes G1 parents and G3 children, the latter surveyed at about the same age as 
their parents were when the research began.  Whereas “linked lives” of parents and 
adolescents are generally studied contemporaneously when parents are adults, processes 
of intergenerational transmission are apparently set in motion much earlier. The agentic 
orientations of parents, measured as teenagers, predict the same orientations in their 
adolescent children (e.g., self-concept of ability, optimism, economic efficacy) decades 
later.  The intergenerational transmission of agency may thus be considered a long-term 
process that underlies the social reproduction of inequality. Moreover, operation of the 
“principle of time and place” is revealed, as the effects of adolescent agentic resources on 
ambition and achievement have changed across generations. We find that agency is more 
important for adolescent educational plans in times of economic stability and opportunity 
(G2) than in times of instability and precarity (G3). Moreover, suggesting historic shift in 
the very meaning and behavioral consequences of agentic orientations, optimism and 
efficacy have replaced educational ambition as significant correlates of academic 
achievement.  
 


