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Course description 

Social change can be understood in terms of three basic temporal variables: age, period, 

and cohort. Age is simply the amount of time that has elapsed since birth, period is the 

moment in historical time when the observation takes place, and cohort is the time when an 

individual was born. These variables entail quite different explanations and mechanisms, as 

is clear from the following (fictitious) conversation: 

 

A: I can’t seem to shake off this tired feeling. Guess I’m just getting old. [Age effect]  

B: Do you think it’s stress? Business is down this year, and you’ve let your fatigue 

build up. [Period effect]  

A: Maybe. What about you?  

B: Actually, I’m exhausted too! My body feels really heavy.  

A: You’re kidding. You’re still young. I could work all day long when I was your age.  

B: Oh, really? 

A: Yeah, young people these days are quick to whine. We were not like that. [Cohort 

effect] 

(Adapted from Suzuki 2012) 

 

But although the conceptual distinction between age, period, and cohort effects seems clear 

enough, they are difficult to distinguish in empirical research. The reason is that age, period, 

and cohort are defined in terms of each other: period (survey year) minus age is cohort (birth 

year), period minus cohort is age, and age plus cohort is period.  

 

Distinguishing between age, period and cohort processes is important for understanding 

social and political change. For instance, are more recent generations really more 

progressive and left-leaning than earlier generations? Or is it rather that "if you are under 30 

and not a liberal, you have no heart, but if you are over 30 and not a conservative, you have 

no brain"? Did support for Brexit decline because people changed their minds or because 

older “Brexiteer-cohorts” passed away? And does the recent crisis in mental health affect all 

people in society, or is it limited to young people from more recent generations? 

 

Several solutions to the APC problem have been proposed, each with its own strengths and 

weaknesses. The objective of this workshop is to give an overview of the most important 

approaches to APC analysis in contemporary research. Participants will get acquainted with 

the rationale, caveats, and critiques associated with each approach. Furthermore, they will 

learn how they can be implemented in a hands-on way by applying them to either their own 

data or an example dataset using statistical software (Rstudio, STATA). The workshop 

structure allows for a comprehensive understanding of both traditional and modern APC 

methods, ensuring participants are equipped with a diverse toolkit for analyzing age, period, 

and cohort effects. Participants should be prepared by reading Alwin and McCammon, 

at least one of the overview papers and go through the methods papers. Bring your 

laptop with software installed. 
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