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REGISTRATION 

PATTERNS OF ADAPTATION TO DIVORCE AND BEREAVEMENT

Chair: Prof. Dr. Dario Spini, University of Lausanne

Welcome address and introduction to marriage, divorce and bereavement in later life

PD Dr. Jeannette Brodbeck, University of Bern

KEYNOTE SPEECH: Self-Concept regulation and resilience to interpersonal loss

Prof. Dr. Anthony Mancini, Pace University, New York

COFFEE BREAK

Divorce after a long-term relationship – shedding light on the psychological impact of 

a new social phenomenon

Prof. Dr. Pasqualina Perrig-Chiello, University of Bern

LUNCH BREAK

COPING WITH INTERPERSONAL LOSS

Chair: Prof. Dr. Hansjörg Znoj, University of Bern

KEYNOTE SPEECH: Adaptation to bereavement in late life

Prof. Dr. Margaret Stroebe, University of Utrecht 

COFFEE BREAK

Are friends a useful resource when the elderly face losses?

Prof. Dr. Michel Oris, MSc. Marie Baeriswyl & Prof. Dr. Matthias Kliegel, University of Geneva 

Loss experience and social support in centenarians

Prof. Dr. Daniela Jopp, University of Lausanne 
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WELCOME COFFEE

INTERVENTIONS FOR LONELINESS AND COMPLICATED GRIEF AFTER DIVORCE 

OR BEREAVEMENT

Chair: Prof. Dr. Valentino Pomini, University of Lausanne

KEYNOTE SPEECH: Making connections:  loneliness interventions in later life

Prof. Dr. Nan Stevens, VU University Amsterdam; Radboud University, Nijmegen

Why does grief work work? And why it is (sometimes) necessary to provide assistance

Prof. Dr. Hansjörg Znoj, University of Bern

LUNCH AND POSTERS

Poster session II: Interventions and preventive measures

PROMOTING WELL-BEING AND RESILIENCE IN LATER LIFE

Chair: Prof. Dr. Daniela Jopp, University of Lausanne

KEYNOTE SPEECH: Social network compensation in later life: resourcefulness, resilience, 

and constraints

Prof. Dr. Karen Rook, University of California Irvine

Seeking family support or avoiding family conflicts? Family networks of older people 

and its relation with health related quality of life in Switzerland

Prof. Dr. Eric Widmer, University of Geneva

COFFEE BREAK

KEYNOTE SPEECH: Resilience research, resilience promotion, and the role of flexibility

Prof. Dr. George Bonanno, Columbia University, New York

Closing remarks

PD Dr. Jeannette Brodbeck, University of Bern

ROUND TABLE DISCUSSION (in German)

Moderator: Prof. Dr. Pasqualina Perrig-Chiello, University of Bern, Developmental Psychology

Participants:

NR Bea Heim, National Council, Commission on Ageing

Lic. phil. Hildegard Hungerbühler, Swiss Red Cross

Dr. Hilde Schäffler, Gesundheitsförderung Schweiz

Mr. Kurt Seifert, Pro Senectute Switzerland                                                                               

Dr. med.  Bertino Somaini, Graue Panther Bern

Prof. Dr. Hansjörg Znoj, University of Bern, Clinical Psychology and Psychotherapy
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ABSTRACTS AND BIOGRAPHICAL OUTLINES

A. MANCINI 

June 28 

10:00 - 11 :00

Prof. Dr. Anthony Mancini, Pace University, New York

Self-Concept regulation and resilience to interpersonal loss
Although there is marked inter-individual variation in people’s responses to the loss of a loved one, the 
most common is resilience, a modest and relatively transient disruption in everyday functioning that 
rapidly resolves (Bonanno, Westphal, & Mancini, 2011). Across different outcome measures, loss types, 
and methodological approaches, resilience is invariably the modal response to an interpersonal loss. 
Despite the prevalence of resilience and the empirical attention it has received, bereavement theorists 
have largely neglected resilience, focusing instead on psychopathological reactions. Prior work has 
identified various individual differences associated with resilience, including a secure attachment style, 
a lack of maladaptive dependency, the capacity to repress aversive emotions, and favorable (even if 
unrealistic) self-views (Mancini & Bonanno, 2009; Mancini, Sinan, & Bonanno, 2015). And indeed the 
study of individual differences factors has provided key insights into how people cope adaptively with 
loss. But what integrates these diverse individual differences? 
In this presentation, I’ll propose that interpersonal losses are fundamentally a threat to the self and that 
resilience to loss thus arises from the capacity to adaptively regulate self-relevant loss-related informa-
tion in order to maintain a continuous sense of a core self in the face of loss. I’ll explore this proposal’s 
explanatory relevance to cross-cultural findings, post-loss social relationships, emotion regulation of 
loss-related affect, autobiographical memory and forgetting, and loss appraisals. I’ll conclude with impli-
cations of this proposal for empirical research on resilience to loss, clinical intervention, and theoretical 
accounts of resilience. 

Anthony D. Mancini is is a clinical psychologist who studies loss, trauma, and stressful life events. He 
earned his bachelor’s degree in psychology from Hunter’s College, and master’s and doctoral degrees 
in clinical psychology from Columbia University. He spent three years working as a postdoctoral resear-
cher with George Bonanno, PhD, before taking a faculty position at Pace University where he is currently 
an Associate Professor and heads the Trauma, Social Processes, and Resilience Lab. His research 
focuses on individual differences in stress responding and their underlying mechanisms. Dr. Mancini is 
the recipient of a Harold Yuker Award for Research Excellence from APA Division 22 and two NIH loan 
repayment program grants. He has been an investigator on the Millennium Cohort Study, a multi-wave 
study of veterans’ adaptation following military service, and currently consults on a study of resilience 
among wounded veterans funded by the Department of Veterans Affairs. He has published over 50 
journal articles and book chapters on individual differences in human stress responding, methodological 
innovations, and the factors associated with adaptation to acute stress.  
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P. PERRIG-CHIELLO

June 28 

11:30 - 12:15

Prof. Dr. Pasqualina Perrig-Chiello, University of Bern

Divorce after a long-term relationship – shedding light on the psychological impact of  
a new social phenomenon
While the negative effects of divorce on well-being are well documented in research literature, the large 
individual differences in psychological adaptation are still not well understood. This is especially the case 
for marital breakup after long-term marriage, which is still a neglected research topic. This research lag 
stands in contrast to the relevance of the phenomenon, given the increase of divorce rates among adults 
aged 50 and older in most European countries. The project IP212 of the NCCR LIVES tries to sheds light 
on this new social phenomenon through a longitudinal survey with three measurement points (2012, 
2014, 2016) in a sample of 1’107 divorced (mean age 55 years, duration of marriage 24,5 years, time 
since divorce 2.9 years) at wave 1. A group of 1’086 continuously married persons same age serves as 
controls. The main focus of the project is to explore trajectories of psychological adaptation to marital 
breakup, and to examine the variables that account for recovery or chronicity in terms of intrapersonal re-
sources (personality, resilience, personal growth), relationship variables (satisfaction with ex-relationship, 
length of marriage, time since divorce) and socio-demographic variables (age, gender, financial situa-
tion). In this talk I want to give an outline of the study and report some longitudinal findings. Based on 
a divorce-stress-adjustment-model (Amato, 2000) my colleagues and I used latent transition models to 
examine the course of psychological adaptation to divorce over two measurement points. Results reveal 
that the majority of individuals divorcing after a long-term marriage adapt successfully over time. In fact, 
we identified two larger groups of individuals, who adapted very well (29%) or quite well (49%), and only 
a small albeit heterogeneous group exhibiting enduring major difficulties (22%). Discriminating variables 
between the groups were primarily intrapersonal resources, namely NEO personality traits and psycho-
logical resilience.

Pasqualina Perrig-Chiello, professor at the University of Bern, Institute of Psychology. Her research 
and teaching focus on topics of life-span developmental psychology, especially on biographical transi-
tions and psychological adaptation to critical life events, family relations and solidarity over the life span. 
She chaired a national research programme on intergenerational relations, was member of the Swiss Na-
tional Research Council (Swiss National Science Foundation), and member of the Standing Committee 
for the Social Sciences of the European Science Foundation, Strasbourg. She serves as consulting editor 
of the European Journal of Ageing, and is member of the Scientific Board of the Zeitschrift für Gerontolo-
gie und Geriatrie, and of the Editorial Board of the Journal of Gerontopsychology and Geriatric Psychiatry 
(GeroPsych). She leads the project "Relationships in Later Life" within the NCCR LIVES.
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Prof. Dr. Margaret Stroebe, University of Utrecht 

Adaptation to bereavement in late life
Is bereavement a significant threat to health and wellbeing among older people? Are there, for example, 
substantial mental and physical health consequences and, if so, are these different from those expe-
rienced by younger persons? How do protective and problematic developmental processes  in late life 
affect reactions to and outcomes of bereavement during these years (and vice versa)? Do older persons 
experience unique stressors and adopt different ways of coping with bereavement? These are questions 
that my colleagues and I have tried to find some answers to across recent decades, through reviewing 
the available scientific literature and conducting our own empirical studies. In the first part of this presen-
tation some of the main findings from the body of research on bereavement in later life will be highlighted, 
which attest to resilience, while at the same time suggesting difficulties specific to bereavement among 
older people. The patterns of results can be considered from the perspective of our own model of co-
ping with the loss of a loved one, the Dual Process Model of Coping with Bereavement (DPM; Stroebe 
& Schut, 1999, 2010). Therefore, in the second part of the talk, the basic parameters of the DPM will be 
summarized, and potential extensions to the model described. It will be illustrated how basic tenets of 
the model still hold and apply across the lifespan, but that certain extensions may enable one to take 
better account of reactions to bereavement in later life. Finally, the DPM will also be discussed within the 
broader perspective of an integrative risk factor framework, which was proposed as a tool to assist in the 
prediction of bereavement outcome among older persons (Hansson & Stroebe, 2007). 

Margaret Stroebe is professor at both the Department of Clinical and Health Psychology, Utrecht Uni-
versity, and the Department of Clinical Psychology and Experimental Psychopathology, University of 
Groningen, The Netherlands. She has specialized in the field of bereavement research for many years. 
With Henk Schut she developed the Dual Process Model of Coping with Bereavement. Her book publi-
cations include “Bereavement in Later Life: Coping, Attachment, and Developmental Influences”(2007) 
with Robert Hansson and an edited volume with Robert Hansson, Henk Schut and Wolfgang Stroebe: 
Handbook of Bereavement Research and Practice: Advances in Theory and Intervention (2009). Most 
recently she has edited “Complicated Grief: Scientific Foundations for Health Care Professionals” (with 
Henk Schut and Jan van den Bout). Her honors include an Honorary Doctorate from the University of 
Louvain-la-Neuve, Belgium, the Scientific Research Award of the American Association of Death Edu-
cation and Counseling, in the U.S.A., and the title in 2011 of Officer of the Order of Orange Nassau, in 
the Netherlands.

RELATIONS IN LATER LIFE: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
UNIVERSITY OF BERN, JUNE 28-29, 2016

M. STROEBE

June 28 

14:45 - 14:45

5



M. ORIS

June 28 

15:15 - 16:00

Prof. Dr. Michel Oris, MSc. Marie Baeriswyl & Prof. Dr. Matthias Kliegel, University of Geneva 

Are friends a useful resource when the elderly face losses?
Empirically this presentation is based on three waves of a cross-sectional survey on the health and living 
conditions of the elderly realized in two contrasted regions of Switzerland, Geneva and Valais, respec-
tively in 1979, 1994 and 2011/12.  
In a first part, we will summarize our results on the evolution of friendship in old age during three de-
cades. A significant increase in the proportion of elderly who have at least one « intimate friend » is 
observed, as well as a decrease of age and sex differentiation, with a growing prevalence of that kind of 
social support among the oldest old. Although the theories of individualization and post-modernity would 
assume a competition between elected ties like friendship and family relationships, both appear to be 
associated. In simple words, those who have no friend also have no or few contacts with kin, and inver-
sely. This process of polarisation is associated with the position of the old individual in social structures 
that have deeply changed from 1979 to 2011/12. We note the emergence of new link between friendship 
and public social participation (associational life, benevolent activities) that reflect qualitative evolutions.
In the second part of this communication, specific calculations done for this conference will be pre-
sented. We will concentrate on the 2011/12 wave and look systematically if the presence of close friend 
makes a difference on subjective well-being in case of health accident, hospitalization, bereavement, as 
well as in situation of depression or frailty.

Michel Oris earned his doctorate in History in 1991 at the University of Liège, and occupied a number 
of research posts through Belgium’s Fund for Scientific Research. Since March of 2000 he has been a 
full professor at the Geneva School of Social Sciences at the University of Geneva. He teaches Demo-
graphy, Economic and Social History, and Socioeconomics. Before joining the Rectorate in mid-July of 
2015, he was the director of the Interdisciplinary Center for Gerontology and Vulnerability Studies and 
Co-director of the Swiss National Centre of Competence in Research "LIVES. Overcoming Vulnerability: 
Life Course Perspectives" (NCCR LIVES).
He also founded and directed the Socioeconomics program at the University of Geneva. He is president 
of the Association Internationale des Démographes de Langue Française and the Société de Démogra-
phie Historique. His research focuses on inequalities, with an emphasis on the living and health condi-
tions of the elderly, injustices regarding death, and interactions between individual trajectories and the 
dynamics of social structures, and between vulnerabilities and life courses.

LIVES INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE
ABSTRACTS AND BIOGRAPHICAL OUTLINES
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Prof. Dr. Daniela Jopp, University of Lausanne 

Loss experience and social support in centenarians
Very old age represents a particular challenge due to the experience of loss in all main areas of functio-
ning. Although multimorbidity and functional restrictions are dominant loss experiences, many very old 
individuals report that the loss of loved ones is one of the most taxing experiences in very advanced age. 
Besides the loss of one’s spouse, centenarians, for instance, also experience the death of many friends 
and other family members, including their own children, which seems the price of extreme longevity. As 
a consequence, a high proportion of centenarians is at risk for social isolation: many of them have only a 
very limited number of family members and friends available to talk to, a SOS contact or for support (e.g., 
Jopp, Park, Lehrfeld, & Paggi, 2016). Also a high proportion of centenarians experiences loneliness. The 
children of the centenarians, who are by themselves of advanced age and often confronted with own 
health issues, mosty become the main go-to person (e.g., Jopp, Rott, Boerner, Boch & Kruse, 2013). This 
dyad of very old parent-advanced age child is a new, yet overlooked phenomenon of the demographic 
development with increasing numbers of the very old. In this presentation, I will draw on two centena-
rian studies to further elaborate on the role of social resources in very old age, to describe the unique 
challenges of centenarians and their social support network, and to examine factors that could protect 
from loneliness and poor well-being at this very advanced age.

Daniela Jopp is Associate Professor at the Institute of Psychology of the University of Lausanne and 
a member of the NCCR LIVES. She investigates factors associated with successful development and 
aging, with a specific focus on psychological mechanisms that enable dealing with critical life events 
and age-related loss. She has furthermore initiated an international network of centenarian studies, in-
cluding to date studies in Germany, Portugal and the USA, which investigates characteristics and life 
circumstance in very old individuals and how their psychological strengths facilitate coping with unique 
age-associated challenges. Her recent studies include the Fordham Centenarian Study and the Second 
Heidelberg Centenarian Study. Prof. Jopp has studied psychology at Freie Universität Berlin, Germany, 
where she also has received her Ph.D. Before joining the NCCR LIVES in 2014, she was a post-doctoral 
fellow at the German Centre on Ageing (Heidelberg) and the Georgia Institute of Technology (Atlan-
ta, USA), and was Assistant Professor of Applied Developmental Psychology at Fordham University 
(New York, USA). Her research has been recognized by several awards, including the Margret-M-Baltes 
Award for Outstanding Young Scientists and the Brookdale Leadership in Aging Fellowship. She further 
has received research funding from several national agencies including the German Research Council 
(DFG) and the US National Institute on Disability and Rehabilitation Research, as well as several founda-
tions including Robert Bosch Stiftung, Dietmar Hopp Stiftung and Fondation Leenaards. 

RELATIONS IN LATER LIFE: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
UNIVERSITY OF BERN, JUNE 28-29, 2016

D. JOPP

June 28 

16:00 - 16:45
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N. STEVENS

June 29 

10:00 - 11 :00

Prof. Dr. Nan Stevens, VU University Amsterdam; Radboud University, Nijmegen

Making connections:  loneliness interventions in later life
During the last decade we have learned more about the negative effects of severe loneliness on co-
gnitive functioning, as well as on the physical and mental health of older adults. This knowledge has 
increased a sense of urgency regarding the development and implementation of effective interventions 
to reduce loneliness. Events that trigger loneliness include the loss of loved ones, relocation and health 
changes that interfere with maintaining social relationships. Other factors such as a restricted social 
network, poor social skills and negative social cognitions contribute to the perpetuation of loneliness. 
In this lecture several interventions that have demonstrated positive effects are described. Their goals, 
methods and target groups differ. A widow(er)-to-widow(er) visiting program is designed to promote 
successful adaptation by providing companionship, information and a role model. Another intervention, 
Esc@pe: When your world shrinks, focuses on older adults who are housebound due to health problems, 
offering them training and means to engage in social contacts digitally. The Friendship Enrichment Pro-
gram (FEP) is a course in which older women reflect on their social needs and cognitions, practice social 
skills, and develop goals and plans to expand and improve social relationships. A digital version of this 
course for men and women over age 50 has also been developed and tested.
Research on the effectiveness of these interventions indicates that a majority of participants succeed in 
reducing loneliness significantly and maintaining this positive change. However there is a sizeable mino-
rity who continue to experience severe loneliness. For some, more personalized attention (e.g. a coach), 
a trajectory of interventions, or programs aimed at social networks rather than individuals may be the key 
to breaking the cycle of detrimental loneliness in later life. 

Nan Stevens graduated from Harvard University, with a B.A. in Social Relations in 1972. She did gra-
duate work in developmental psychology and gerontology at the Catholic University of Nijmegen in the 
Netherlands and joined the teaching staff there in 1976. While leading support groups for older adults 
she developed research interests in bereavement, adaptation to important life events, social relations 
and loneliness in later life. She has developed several interventions to promote well-being in late adul-
thood, including a Friendship Enrichment Program and an online friendship program. She was Professor 
of Applied Social Gerontology at the VU University in Amsterdam from 2002-2012, and also worked as 
Associate Professor of Psychogerontology at the Radboud University in Nijmegen until November 2014.  
Since her retirement she continues to lecture, contribute to research and supervise PhD students at both 
universities. 

LIVES INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE
ABSTRACTS AND BIOGRAPHICAL OUTLINES
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Prof. Dr. Hansjörg Znoj, University of Bern

Why does grief work work? And why it is (sometimes) necessary to provide assistance
Bereavement after a loss is a normative but threatening life event that can lead to serious consequences, 
such as anxiety, sleep disorders, problems to adapt, depression, and even death. Mostly, however, a 
loss is a shared experience and embedded in their respective culture. Following the work of Bowlby 
(e.g., 1980), the loss of an attachment figure may lead to massive stress, even to death. In a biological 
sense, grief is the price humans pay for the capacity to form social bonds, groups, and communities. 
Among the various models of bereavement, the focus of this presentation is on the inconsistency caused 
by the separation and the implications of this model for the understanding of the individual reaction. The 
organization of the «inner world» implies that any disturbance that may endanger the consistency of this 
world can lead to serious imbalances and a heightened activity of the schematic organization. The model 
stresses the role of resources to adapt after separation. In case of a chronic condition, grief can evolve 
into a psychological disorder via well-known mechanisms. There are separate ways for grief to become a 
disorder. For the psychological treatment of chronic or traumatic grief the maintaining conditions have to 
be considered. We developed a manual focusing on these conditions, mainly emotional dysregulations 
and individual strategies to avoid the consequences of loss. In the talk I will focus on these maintaining 
mechanisms and also show that in the case of a chronic grief psychotherapy is an effective measure.

Hansjörg Znoj is Co-director of the Institute for Psychology, University of Bern and teaches Clinical 
Psychology and Psychotherapy. After his first profession as a civil technician he graduated in psycho-
logy and developed a strong interest in psychotherapy processes and neural networks. Between 1993 
and 1996 he worked as a post-doc researcher in San Francisco (UCSF). This experience led to new 
research interests, such as trauma, emotion regulation, and bereavement. He also got training in syste-
mic psychotherapy (MRI, Palo Alto) in addition to former training in cognitive therapy during these years. 
In Bern his research focused on rehabilitation processes in persons with spinal cord injuries, on post-
traumatic growths following major life-events, embitterment as a result of social rejection and personal 
difficulties to adapt to new situations and emotion regulation processes in psychotherapy. Up to present 
a major topic is bereavement and the psychological consequences of loss. He was president of the local 
psychologists (VBP), acted as committee member in various organizations and engaged in the ethics 
committee of the department of the University and the Kanton Bern. His research projects got funded 
by the Swiss National Science Foundation (SNSF), Suva (Swiss Nation Accident Society), Swiss Cancer 
Foundation (Oncoswiss, Krebsliga). He also collaborates with the medical department for psychological 
interventions in psychosomatic patients in research and practice. 

RELATIONS IN LATER LIFE: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
UNIVERSITY OF BERN, JUNE 28-29, 2016

H. ZNOJ

June 29 

11:00 - 11 :45
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K. ROOK

June 29 

13:15 - 14:15

Prof. Dr. Karen Rook, University of California Irvine

Social network compensation in later life: resourcefulness, resilience, and constraints
Compelling evidence amassed from multiple disciplines indicates that close social relationships contri-
bute to health and well-being in later life.  Support and companionship provided by close social network 
members boost positive affect, reduce the adverse effects of life stress, and foster better health.  Al-
though social network members can also be a source of conflicts and disappointments, evidence sug-
gests that, on balance, they help to sustain older adults’ health and well-being.  Social networks can 
change over time, however, with the loss of close social network members becoming increasingly com-
mon as people age.  Coping with the loss of a key social network member, such as a spouse, requires 
people both to deal with the emotional pain triggered by the loss and to reorganize their lives, including 
their social lives (Stroebe & Schut, 2010).  This talk will examine conceptual frameworks and empirical 
evidence that have a bearing on the latter adaptational challenge -- how older adults might seek to reor-
ganize their social lives following the loss of an important close relationship.  The talk is fundamentally 
concerned, therefore, with questions related to social network compensation in later life.  Questions to be 
considered include: 1) What does compensation mean in the interpersonal domain?  2) To what extent 
are older adults able to derive support and companionship from alternative sources following the loss 
of a key social relationship?  3) How effectively do alternative sources of support and companionship 
function to sustain older adults’ health and well-being?  4) When alternative sources of support and com-
panionship are not available, what other compensatory processes may help to preserve older adults’ 
health and well-being?  Discussion of these questions will highlight older adults’ resourcefulness and 
resilience as they adapt to relationship losses, but will also acknowledge constraints that may impinge 
on the processes and outcomes of social network compensation. Implications for future research and 
intervention will be discussed.

Karen Rook is Professor of Psychology and Social Behavior at the University of California, Irvine, where 
she also serves as Department Chair.  Her research focuses on social psychological factors that affect 
older adults’ psychological and physical health, particularly their friendships and family relationships. 
She examines such issues as: 1) how aspirations and expectations for social network involvement 
change as people grow older, and how these changes influence their well-being; 2) how older adults 
seek to compensate for the loss of important social relationships; 3) how experiences of conflict versus 
support with social network members affect older adults’ health and well-being; and 4) how interactions 
with family members and friends influence older adults’ self-care practices and health behaviors.  Other 
work is concerned with the antecedents and consequences of loneliness in young adulthood and later 
life.  Her work has been funded by the National Institute on Aging, National Institute of Diabetes and 
Digestive and Kidney Diseases, and the National Institute of Mental Health. 

LIVES INTERNATIONAL CONFERENCE
ABSTRACTS AND BIOGRAPHICAL OUTLINES
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Prof. Dr. Eric Widmer, University of Geneva

Family networks of older people and its relation with health related quality of life in 

Switzerland
This study explores the interrelations between health-related quality of life, support and conflict struc-
tures in family networks of the elderly. The literature in gerontology stresses the importance of social 
capital for adjustment in old age, in which family ties play a key role. It has seldom considered, however, 
the impact of negative family relationships on health in old age. Family interference, ambivalence in in-
tergenerational relationships and family conflicts are likely to substantially interact with health in old age. 
The paper considers empirically this issue, by using a sample of 3628 elders (aged 65 and older) from 
the Vivre/Leben/Vivere (VLV) study, a large survey addressing family life and health conditions of older 
people in Switzerland. The results show that density of conflicts and centrality of respondents in them 
are significantly related with health measures. The increasing individual stress that they produced is one 
possible moderating factor of the relationship between family conflicts and health issues. The impor-
tance of conflicts for adjustment to old age is discussed.

Eric Widmer is full professor of sociology at the University of Geneva. He is codirector of the large 
project «LIVES - Overcoming vulnerability: life course perspectives»  (https://www.lives-nccr.ch/en), as 
well as member of the Swiss National Science Foundation (http://www.snf.ch/en/Pages/default.aspx). His 
long-term research interests include intimate ties,family and other interpersonal relations, life course re-
search and social networks. He has developped an understanding of families as complex configurations 
of interdependencies, always on the move in the life course. Family research often predefine what fami-
lies are and focus on a small number of family dyads (mostly husbands and wives, sometimes parents 
and their biological children or siblings). Because of the complexity of contemporary family contexts, 
researchers need to go beyond those dyads and see how a large and non deterministic set of family 
relationships are intertwined.  Eric has participated throughout the years to a series of empirical research 
on couples, siblings, stepfamilies, mobile families, etc. In each of them, he has stressed the changing 
forms of interdepencies among a large number of family members using social network methods. The 
book Family configurations. A structural approach published by Ashgate in 2010 summarizes some 
of these findings.A description of various empirical research as well as a list of references, scientific 
conferences and public interventions on family configurations are available at http://www.edwidmer.org/
page-research2-famconfig.

RELATIONS IN LATER LIFE: CHALLENGES AND OPPORTUNITIES
UNIVERSITY OF BERN, JUNE 28-29, 2016

E. WIDMER

June 29 

14:15 - 15:00
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G. BONANNO

June 29 

15:30 - 16:30

Prof. Dr. George Bonanno, Columbia University, New York

Resilience research, resilience promotion, and the role of flexibility
Highly aversive or potentially traumatic events (PTEs) are more common than is usually assumed. In-
deed, most people are exposed to multiple PTEs during the course of their lives. Until recently, however, 
responses to such events have been understood exclusively using either categories of psychopatho-
logical, such as PTSD, or measures of central tendency (e.g., average differences). I demonstrate that 
although both approaches have been useful, neither approach captures the true heterogeneity of res-
ponses to aversive events. Recent advances in latent trajectory modeling following such events have led 
to the identification of a small set of prototypical outcome patterns. Typically the most common pattern, 
observed in a majority of exposed individuals, is a trajectory of stable health adjustment or resilience 
(Bonanno, 2004, Bonanno et al., 2011; 2015). In this talk, I will describe studies from our research pro-
gram that examine individual differences in response to a range of PTEs, including bereavement, terrorist 
disaster, military combat, spinal cord injury, bio-epidemic, and cancer surgery. I will also critically eva-
luate factors that might promote resilience and in this context I will review our own research on predictors 
of the resilience trajectory.  I will devote particular attention to our research on various components of 
flexibility in coping and emotion regulation, as discuss flexibility a particularly promising target of resi-
lience-promoting interventions.

George A. Bonanno is a Professor of Clinical Psychology, Director of the Loss, Trauma, and Emotion 
Lab, and Director of the Resilience Center for Veterans and Families at Columbia University’s Teachers 
College. He received his Ph.D. from Yale University in 1991 and has been a visiting professor at the Uni-
versity of Hong Kong, Cattolica Università in Milano, Italy, and the Lund University in Sweden. 
Professor Bonanno pioneered the study of human resilience in the context of loss, trauma and other 
forms of acute adversity. His recent empirical and theoretical work has focused on defining and docu-
menting resilience in the face of such potentially traumatic events as disaster, terrorist attack, bio-epide-
mic, traumatic injury, military deployment, and life-threatening injuries and medical procedures, such as 
spinal cord injury. Professor Bonanno’s research has identified a range of psychological and situational 
variables that predict both psychopathological and resilient outcomes, as well as other patterns of out-
come (e.g., gradual recovery and delayed reactions). 
In a related line of research Professor Bonanno has developed research and theory on psychological 
flexibility. He developed a laboratory procedure to study flexibility in emotional expression and has more 
recently expanded this work to encompass flexibility regulation of other channels of emotion responding 
and in coping strategies and behaviors.
Professor Bonanno’s research has been generously funded by the National Institute of Mental Health, 
the National Science Foundation, the Rockefeller Foundation, and the US-Israel Binational Science. He 
has published over 150 articles in peer-review journals and over 30 chapters in scholarly books. He 
co-edited the book, Emotion: Current Issues and Future Directions (Guilford), and recently authored 
The Other Side of Sadness: What the New Science of Bereavement Can Tell Us about Life after Loss 
(Basic Books). He has also on written for popular magazines, such as Newsweek, and his work has been 
featured in various print, television, and radio media, including The New York Times, The Los Angeles 
Times, Science News, Scientific American, Wall Street Journal, The Washington Post, Time, Newsweek, 
CNN, 20/20, and National Public Radio. 
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