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Abstract: This article aims at understanding how adaptation occurs in precarious prosperity.  It 
investigates quality of life in Switzerland using a longitudinal qualitative design.  The results 
show that processes of adaptation tend to be similar according to relevant social experiences and 
that adaptation does not mean complete resignation.  Furthermore, the reasoning of adapting 
people changes over time.  This shows an internalization of the perceived norm not being 
satisfied.  Adaptation thus contributes to the reproduction of inequalities on a societal level.
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Anpassung an prekären Wohlstand – ein Anzeichen für Resignation? 

Zusammenfassung: Ziel dieser Analyse ist es, Adaptationsprozesse und Lebensqualität in 
prekärem Wohlstand in der Schweiz besser zu verstehen. Mit einer qualitativen Längsschnitt-
analyse wird erarbeitet, wie spezifische Adaptationsprozesse mit als relevant wahrgenommenen 
sozialen Erfahrungen einhergehen und dass Adaptation nicht mit Resignation gleichzusetzen 
ist. Weiter zeigt die Analyse, wie die wahrgenommene Norm, zufrieden sein zu müssen, 
mit der Zeit internalisiert wird. Insofern trägt Adaptation zur Reproduktion von sozialen 
Ungleichheiten bei. 
Schlüsselwörter: Anpassung, prekärer Wohlstand, Lebensqualität, Agency

Adaptation à la prospérité précaire – est-ce une résignation ?

Résumé : Par une analyse qualitative et longitudinale, cet article cherche à comprendre les 
processus d’adaption et leur impact sur la qualité de vie des personnes en situation de pros-
périté précaire en Suisse. Les processus d’adaptation sont liés aux expériences sociales que ces 
personnes perçoivent comme importantes, mais ne peuvent pas être assimilés à une resignation 
complète de leur part. De plus, leurs réflexions liées à l’adaptation évoluent avec le temps, ce 
qui montre une intériorisation de leurs perceptions liées à la satisfaction. Ainsi, l’adaptation 
contribue à la reproduction des inégalités sociales.
Mots-clés : adaptation, prosperité précaire, qualité de vie, agency
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1 Introduction1

In light of welfare-state retrenchment and times of crisis, households at risk of slip-
ping into poverty have become a largely debated topic in scientific research.  These 
households, here defined as being in precarious prosperity, are not a target group 
of social policy as such.  Studying adaptation in precarious prosperity is even more 
crucial for welfare research, as, according to Zapf (1984), people who are adapted 
to their living conditions reveal a reality of powerlessness and are often not reached 
by social-policy measures.  Despite the 40-year-old debate on adaptation, “empiri-
cal evidence of how exactly the quality of life and poverty indicators are affected 
by these processes is still surprisingly scarce” (Crettaz and Suter 2013, 140).  Carol 
Graham, who has been working on adaptation with a quantitative and international 
approach, notes: 

Adapting expectations downward in difficult contexts or at times of adversity, 
such as economic crises or rising rates of crime, seems to be a useful trait 
for preserving individual happiness in the face of major challenges.  At the 
same time, it can result in lower collective welfare levels by increasing toler-
ance for bad equilibriums, such as high levels of crime and corruption or 
dysfunctional governments. (Graham 2009, 215)

The present research links precarious prosperity to quality of life (QOL) and adapta-
tion.  My question is: What happens over time in adaptation to precarious prosperity 
and what reasonings go along with these processes? 

Precarious prosperity describes a specific welfare position within the inequality 
order, which lies between poverty and secure prosperity.  This stratum is charac-
terized by a limited standard of living.  It was originally developed by Hübinger 
(1996) and refined by Budowski et al. (2010).  The topic of precarious prosperity 
is linked to debates on precariousness and vulnerability (Bankoff 2001; Castel and 
Dörre 2009).  Research on households around the poverty line in Switzerland was 
first quantitative (Mayer 1975; Schulte 1999; Tillmann and Budowski 2004; Farago 
et al. 2005).  Similarly, longitudinal research on precarious prosperity and well-being 
is only quantitative (Tillmann et al. 2016).  Qualitative and comparative research 
on precarious prosperity has begun to address the aspects of QOL and adaptation 
(Budowski et al. 2016; Sieber and Vlase 2016).  The results show that the ways in 
which opportunities provided by the state, the labor market, the community, and the 
household are perceived influence the strategies that households apply to improve 
or maintain their socioeconomic positions.

1 The Swiss National Science foundation funded this research (SNF Grants: no.  116605 and 
no. IZERZO 141975).  I thank the teams at the University of Fribourg and the University of 
Neuchâtel for their contributions to the data collection, transcription and coding.  I also thank 
the reviewers for their precious feedback.
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QOL in this research is distinguished from subjective well-being (SWB) and 
considers the latter to be the “happiness” or “satisfaction” of the individual.  QOL 
is assessed by socioeconomic living conditions in various life domains2 and people’s 
evaluation thereof (Noll 1999; Stiglitz et al. 2009).  Structural and biographical 
events change living conditions; additionally, research highlights the importance of 
past experiences, present opportunities (Felce and Perry 1995), and the future (Piper 
2014) with regard to the perception of opportunities to improve QOL.  According 
to Zapf (1984), QOL is defined here as good living conditions that accompany posi-
tive subjective well-being.  Quantitative research on QOL is a well-established field 
of social science around the world (Noll 2002).  However, longitudinal qualitative 
research on the topic is scant.

Adaptation concerns the process by which a person becomes insensitive to 
the effects of constant stimuli (Helson 1964).  In psychology, the small correla-
tions between subjective well-being and objective conditions have been discussed 
for several decades, using concepts such as social comparison (Festinger 1954), 
level of aspiration (Lewin et al. 1944), or reappraisal (Sirgy 2002).  Adaptation is 
also a research field in economy (Ray 2003), anthropology (Appadurai 2004), and 
 philosophy (Elster 1982). 

In sociology, adaptation is discussed as the capacity to act according to the 
norms, demands, and constraints of a given community or environment (e. g., 
 adaptation to climate change).  There is quantitative research on adaptation linked to 
QOL and subjective well-being: Easterlin (1974) first observed that the association 
between happiness and income over time and across countries is weak, suggesting that 
adaptation might be the mechanism at play.  Since then, quantitative researchers have 
challenged the observation that people adapt to their living conditions ( Veenhoven 
and Vergunst 2012).  Scholars present methodological or behavioral reasons to ex-
plain adaptation in subjective well-being as generally measured in Western countries 
and the way in which it relates to living conditions.  The former concern difficulties 
in the measurement of objective and subjective well-being variables, and the latter 
concerns the influences of culture and desirability on the expression of satisfaction 
(Olson and Schober 1993, 176).  Qualitative researchers have effectively observed 
that adaptation leads to high subjective well-being, e. g., with analyses of precarious 
work (Grimm et al. 2013) and health (Helvik et al. 2011). 

Zapf (1984) describes the state of adaptation (Table 1), and this description 
is a starting point for analyzing the processes leading to adaptation; this state was 
empirically found among individuals living in precarious prosperity in former analy-
ses of the data used in this article.  The objective of this article is to understand the 
processes that lead to this state of adaptation. 

2 The growing literature on each of these domains (e. g. health related QOL) can’t be developed 
here.
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Lister’s (2004) and Schütz’s (1932) theoretical approaches are used to analyze 
what leads to the state of adaptation.  Longitudinal qualitative data analysis allows for 
the reconstruction and interpretation of the interviewees’ perception or their past and 
present experiences within their household contexts, and of their future prospects.  

By addressing the specific topic of adaptation in precarious prosperity, the 
study sheds light on aspects of adaptation that cannot be revealed by quantitative 
research and enables analyses of the mechanisms at play between subjective well-
being and objective living conditions. 

In the following section (2), I describe the conceptual framework that guides 
the research.  The data and methods are presented in section 3.  Section 4 depicts 
the empirical results relating to adaptation in a situation of precarious prosperity, 
and section 5 concludes the article. 

2 Agency and reasoning: The conceptual framework

Before describing the conceptual framework for analysis, I will present a short list 
of some assumptions derived from the literature and the former results of research 
on precarious prosperity:

› In precarious prosperity, the QOL is assumed to be lower than it is in secure 
prosperity, due to limited income and experiences of deprivation (Budowski 
et al. 2010). 

› People exercise agency to maintain or improve their QOL.  In contrast, peo-
ple who have adapted are considered as not to actively changeing their living 
conditions, because adaptation is associated with powerlessness and resignation 
(Olson and Schober 1993). 

Zapf (1984) distinguishes 4 welfare positions by combining favorable or disadvan-
taged objective living conditions with high or low subjective well-being.  According 
to this definition, adaptation describes the state of disadvantaged objective living 
conditions and high subjective well-being.  It represents the “satisfaction paradox,” 
or being satisfied with disadvantaged living conditions.

Table 1 Welfare positions

Objective living conditions Subjective well-being

High Low

Favorable Well-being Dissonance

Disadvantaged Adaptation Deprivation

Source: Zapf (1984).
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I will refine Zapf ’s understanding of QOL and adaptation by the following elements:

› Adaptation is not necessarily a global state of the individual; it may concern 
only one or another specific life domain.

› The present analysis will stress the time component by departing from the 
state of adaptation and linking it to the processes leading to adaptation.

Lister’s (2004) theoretical framework furnishes elements to address domain-specific 
agency and the time component.  I consider her framework to be useful not only 
for poverty but also for precarious prosperity.  Her aim is to focus “on the agency 
of individuals in poverty without losing sight of the ways in which their agency is 
constrained by lack of material resources and power” (Lister 2004, 127).  In this 
sense, adaptation is not only an individual issue, as “movements in and out of 
poverty are a product of both individual actions (taken by poor and non-poor) on 
the one hand and economic and social processes and Government policies on the 
other” (Lister 2004, 145). 

Lister (2004) distinguishes between “strategic” and “everyday” agency and 
between “personal” and “political/citizenship” agency (see Figure 1).  In her frame-
work, she identifies four kinds of agency: 

› “Getting by” refers to everyday coping, such as making ends meet.  I situate 
processes leading to adaptation by this type of agency because they affect the 
individual and concern short-term well-being: They help people to cope by 
improving subjective well-being.  However, adaptation is only considered agency 
if people explain their constraints and how they adapt to them (according to 
Schütz [1932], see below). 

› “Getting back at” refers to everyday resistance or rebellious behaviour (black 
labor, drug use, etc.).  It has a political aspect in the sense that every day it 
shows where social policy measures do not correspond to the needs of house-
holds in precarious prosperity.

 › “Getting out” refers to long-term agency to improve one’s own living condi-
tions.  Typical types of “getting out” are education, receiving social benefits 
or pensions, and finding a better job.

 › “Getting organized” refers to collective strategic agency (political activities, 
collective self-help) and depends on a sense of identification as a member of 
a group (in precarious prosperity, migrants, retirees, etc.).

While Lister’s framework allows for a better understanding of the types of agency, 
the sociology of knowledge perspective links agency theoretically to adaptation by 
referring to the sense and reasoning of the agent.  According to Schütz, people’s 
reasoning guides their actions, and the meaning they attribute to an action cha-
racterizes the action as an action (Schütz 1932).  Similarly, people legitimize their 
actions to make sense of life events a posteriori.  Making sense of actions occurs 
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in a social context and is influenced by people’s social interests (Jarvie 2016, 131).  
From this perspective, adaptation over time can be defined as agency.  Combining 
Lister’s framework and the perspective of Schütz allows for a conceptual framework 
to analyze adaptation in precarious prosperity over time.

3 Methods

This section first describes the available data and criteria for case selection for the 
analysis.  Second, it explains the methodology of the data analysis.

3.1 Description of data and case selection

The data were gathered from two projects financed by the Swiss National Science 
Foundation.3 For this longitudinal analysis, three waves of qualitative semi-structured 
interviews with households in Switzerland were analyzed (2008, 2009, and 2013 in 
Bern, Lausanne, and Zürich, for 50 households altogether).  The interviews were 
performed with one household member, an individual embedded in his or her 
household and the structural context.  The interviewees were asked to talk about 

3 Project information to be introduced here.

Figure 1 Framework of agency

Everyday

Strategic

Personal Political/
Citizenship

“Getting By“ “Getting (Back) at“

“Getting Out“ “Getting Organised“

Source: Lister (2004, 130).
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their living conditions, and the data contain information about the individual 
and household situation (finances, work, education, health, environment, social 
network), the evaluation of this situation (quality of life), and the individuals’ and 
the households’ biographies and future prospects.  Quantitative data on the living 
conditions of the households complete the qualitative interview data. 

Households in precarious prosperity, identified by income and deprivation 
thresholds, were the target group for the interviews, and these were obtained by tele-
phone screening in 2008.  A household in precarious prosperity is defined as follows:

› having an equivalized household income in the range of 60–80% of the median 
income of the population of the country, or

› having an equivalized income below the 60% income-poverty threshold, yet 
not being deprived according to the deprivation threshold, or

 › having an equivalized income above the 80% income-poverty threshold, yet 
being deprived by the deprivation threshold (Budowski et al. 2010).

For the first interview in 2008, all households were situated in the same welfare 
position between poverty and secure prosperity.  The sample is heterogeneous in 
terms of household composition (singles, couples, families, flat sharing) and income 
sources (work income, old-age pension, invalidity pension, unemployment benefits, 
widow pension or other state support, or financial support from parents) in addi-
tion to age, profession, and origin of the household members.  During the research 
period, some of the households experienced upward and some downward mobility, 
but many were still in precarious prosperity at the end of the five-year period (see 
Table 2).  The focus of this analysis is on the households that were still or again in 
precarious prosperity at the time of the third interview (29 cases).4 

For the analysis, households in which the interviewee was in a position of 
adaptation (according to Zapf ’s definition) at the time of the last interview in 2013 
were identified (Table 2).  The subjective well-being of the interviewee was evaluated 
based on the qualitative data.  Some of the interviewees spontaneously reported their 
well-being in the overall evaluations (I am well, I am satisfied, I am not happy, etc.) 
or in evaluations linked to reports about life domains (health, work, social networks, 
etc.).  If they did not speak about their subjective well-being, the interviewer asked 
the person to evaluate their life domains and how they felt in general.  As the fol-
lowing table shows, the four welfare positions defined by Zapf have been specified 
(three categories of living conditions and three levels of well-being) for this analysis:

The analysis focused on the 18 cases in adaptation and the 3 contrast cases 
in deprivation.  However, among the cases classified as “adapted,” 6 were indeed 
in precarious prosperity in 2013, but they had improved their situation in some 

4 It is beyond the scope of this article to analyze adaptation linked to improved living conditions 
or to poverty and to compare households in precarious prosperity with those in another socio-
economic status.
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life domains, and thus their situation was characterized by dynamics of improving 
living conditions.  Among these cases, no reasoning or processes of adaptation were 
observed (CH32, CH44, CH54, CH55, CH58, CH71).

3.2 Method of analysis

Adaptation processes occur over time and must be analyzed by a longitudinal 
research design.  To be precise, qualitative longitudinal research allows for analyz-
ing the change or continuity of the households’ living conditions and the inter-
viewees’ subjective well-being, agency, and reasoning (Holland 2011).  The selected 
households’ socioeconomic positions were identified as precarious prosperity at 
the beginning and end of the research period.  The qualitative interviews provided 
information on the changes that occurred in specific life domains and regarding 
the opportunity structures between the interviews, even if the household remained 
in the socioeconomic position of precarious prosperity across the time period.  The 
interviewee who adapted to the conditions of precarious prosperity presented and 
discussed a high subjective well-being at the time of the third interview, yet subjec-
tive well-being differed between cases in the beginning.  The analysis focused on 
the interviewees maintaining or improving QOL during the data-collection period 
and extended, to a minor degree, beyond the time of the data-collection period 
in that past experiences (personal and household biography) and households’ and 
individuals’ future anticipations were also considered in the understanding of their 
QOL (MacKie et al. 2002).  I analyzed the evolution of the QOL and adaptation 
by means of thematic charts (Ritchie et al. 2003).  Elaborated for each case and each 

Table 2 Interviewees in 2013, according to living conditions and  
subjective well-being

Living conditions 
of the household 2013

Subjective well-being of the interviewee 2013

High Middle 
(or domain specific 

high and low)

Low

Secure prosperity “Well-being” 
(8 cases)

“Partial well-being” 
(3 cases)

“Dissonance”
(3 cases)

Precarious prosperity “Adaptation” 
CH04, CH11, CH12, 
CH15, CH20, CH25, 
CH27, CH32, CH33, 
CH42, CH43, CH44, 
CH47, CH54, CH55, 
CH58, CH71, CH72

“Partial adaptation”
CH03, CH17, CH21, 
CH24, CH45, CH51, 

CH64, CH69

“Deprivation” 
CH07, CH37, CH61

Poverty “Adaptation”
(1 case)

“Partial adaptation”
(2 cases)

“Deprivation”
(4 cases)

Source: Own illustration, oriented by Zapf (1984).



Adaptation to Precarious Prosperity: Is it Resignation? 431

SJS 44 (3), 2018, 423–442

year, such charts enable the analysis of QOL by case, its evolution over time, and 
the comparison of cases and their evolution.  The thematic charts reveal recurrent 
reasonings as well as links to living conditions that allow for identifying the four 
types of adaptation presented in 4.2. 

Household information is necessary, as individuals are contextually embedded, 
and their QOL extends beyond individual issues.  However, methodologically, after 
having selected the cases according to living conditions, the analysis was carried out 
without taking living conditions and the household situation of the interviewees 
into account in the first step.  In doing so, it was possible to lower the influence of 
the researcher’s preconceptions about what social experiences are relevant for the 
reasonings of adaptation.  In a second step, the link between agency and reasoning 
with the respective living situations was made to explain the social conditions and 
experiences leading to it.  Finally, I focused on the way in which precarious liv-
ing conditions influenced change or continuity as well as on the agency of all the 
household members (Saldaña 2003). 

4 Results

The research question was approached first by means of an analysis of the individual’s 
agency and its evolution over time in order to reveal the link between adaptation 
and agency in precarious prosperity.  Second, the reasoning about adaptation was 
further investigated.

4.1 Adaptation and agency

According to the assumption that adaptation accompanies powerlessness and resig-
nation, one might expect that people in a state of adaptation are no longer actively 
improving their household’s living conditions.  The analysis of agency showed that 
all adapted interviewees implemented other kinds of agency, and thus, the processes 
leading to adaptation did not lead to complete resignation.  However, when other 
kinds of agency failed to improve the situation for the interviewee, domain-specific 
resignation linked to domain-specific adaptation was observed.  Applying Lister’s 
(2004) framework, the following two cases disclose, in an exemplary way, the inter-
play of agency and adaptation.  These cases were chosen as exemplary because they 
allow for the illustration of various aspects of adaptation.

CH11 was a woman in her fifties.  She had been living with her husband in 
2008 and 2009 and with her husband and adult daughter in 2013.  She worked 
at night as a nurse in a home for the elderly.  The family faced several challenges 
linked to health problems: The husband was addicted to alcohol, the daughter had 
psychological troubles linked to sexual abuse in her childhood, and the interviewee 
was suffering from a non-curable autoimmune disease causing tiredness, fever, aches, 
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and other symptoms (lupus).  The main agency reported by the interviewee concerned 
problems in the domain of health and work, as Table 3 shows in greater detail:

On the one hand, this woman actively tried to improve the psychological and physical 
well-being of all family members during the research period.  During the interview 
period, she applied for invalidity pension with success, leading to greater financial 
stability for the household and the relieving of financial stress.  On the other hand, 
she stopped the activities that aimed to improve her working conditions between 
2008 and 2013.  Her resignation and adaptation to her work situation came to the 
forefront in the interviews when comparing her reports on work over time. 

I dare to shout at my workplace when I need to.  If they listen to me is another 
question. (CH11, 2008)

At the beginning, I stood in opposition, yes (…) but as they are strict and 
(pff), the management took it bad (…) it’s (pff) niet, “if you are not happy, 
you can go elsewhere.” That’s clear.  So, I don’t lose my energy in fighting for 
this (…) I try to do my work according to the values that are important for 
me within the scope of action I have. (CH11, 2013)

She also adjusted her perspectives on the future, especially connected to her daugh-
ter’s situation.  In contrast with the work domain, the adaptation in this life domain 
did not accompany resignation, as she still continued to support her daughter psy-
chologically and financially.  This represented a type of mental aid that helped her 
persevere, as her daughter’s work situation was worsening (she had lost her job and 
had not find an apprenticeship) and had returned home to live with her parents.  
This kind of adaptation came to the fore when she was asked about her plans and 
wishes for the next five years at each interview:

Table 3 Agency over time CH11

CH11 Getting by Getting out Getting back (at) Getting organized

2008 Apply for invalidity pension,
psychological and financial 
support of the daughter

Self-help groups,
standing in 
 opposition at work

2009 Social comparison,
holiday at their 
friend’s house to 
reduce expenses

Waiting for invalidity pension,
support of the daughter

Self-help groups

2013 Reappraisal, 
going to Hungary for 
cheaper dental care

Support of the daughter, 
looking for paramedical 
 support to complete her 
health care

Self-help groups
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I hope that my daughter will soon be independent and that we won’t have 
to support her financially anymore. (CH11, 2008)

I don’t want to foresee to the future and plan something.  It’s more like – 
experience what we have to experience and we’ll see.  I think I would rather 
make bad foresights for the future, so I prefer not to imagine anything. (…) 
I’ve enough to do today (laughing); my future perspectives go only until this 
evening. (CH11, 2013)

On the one hand, the case of this woman showed an ongoing process of adaptation 
in the domains of work and care during the research period.  Resignation seemed 
to be appropriate to describe what was happening in the work domain, because 
she had stopped every kind of agency to improve her working conditions.  In the 
domain of care (in particular expressed through the future perspectives), she seemed 
to adapt to obtain more emotional distance and better care for herself, but she still 
continued other kinds of agency in this domain.  Therefore, this adaptation could 
not be interpreted as resignation.  On the other hand, she continued to actively 
change her living conditions in the financial and health domains. 

The second case (CH43) is a man in his fifties.  He was living with his wife in 
2008 and 2009 and alone (after their separation) in 2013.  His work situation was 
not stable; he worked mainly as an actor and supplemented his income by working 
temporarily as a painter.  His reported agency is listed in Table 4.

This man spoke explicitly about adaptation in all the interviews.  As an actor, he had 
always had to deal with insecurities linked to his work situation and low income.  
“It is not hardship, you rather just get through, well, I am actually used to this” 
(CH43, 2008).

Table 4 Agency over time CH43

CH43 Getting by Getting out Getting back (at) Getting organised

2008 Being used to live with little 
money, temporary jobs

Contributions to a special 
pension pool for artists

2009 Being used to live with little 
money, working as an 
independent painter

Contributions to the 
pension pool, looking for 
a new job as actor

2013 Getting used to social 
 assistance, working as 
an independent painter,
cultivating vegetables in his 
garden, changing the health 
insurance every year

Contributions to the 
pension pool, applying for 
social benefits between 
periods of work, waiting 
for early retirement

Offering himself as 
a candidate for the 
city assembly
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As the respondent’s presentation of his biography revealed, the process of 
adaptation had already started before we interviewed him and had led to a state of 
adaptation across all life domains (high overall and domain specific well-being despite 
insecure and low income, difficulties finding work, problems in his relationship, 
and unsuccessful political activity).  Moreover, one can observe how the interviewee 
once more changed his agency, which was accompanied by adaptation processes, 
during the research period to avoid slipping into poverty.  This adaptation concerned 
his attitude toward social benefits.  When he still lived together with his wife, they 
were able to compensate for a temporary lack of income mutually, and in the first 
interviews, he could not imagine receiving social benefits:

If I had nothing left, I would have to go to the social benefits office. (…) I 
rather go cleaning roads, cleaning somewhere, anywhere, it doesn’t matter – 
but I don’t want this [social benefits].  But I think this will never happen. 
(CH43, 2008)

In 2013, living alone, he accepted social benefits to overcome periods of unemploy-
ment and adapted to this new situation: “Well, as an actor I am always muddling 
through a little bit, and then I have, ahm, in between I just have to go to the social 
benefits office, but this is nothing special to me.  It is, ehm, it is just like that” 
(CH43, 2013).

This case shows the result of a longer lasting adaptation process linked to the 
specific work situation, which still continues to affect current events in the house-
hold.  In the interviewee’s reasoning, adaptation was not presented as resignation, 
but seemed to be an internalized attitude that allowed for dealing with ongoing 
insecurities.  This man also presented his precarious work situation as a choice, a 
source of well-being, and, respectively, self-realization.  He further exercised other 
kinds of agency in the financial, work, and political domain.

Comparing the two cases, the main differences appear in the element of choice: 
CH11 seemed to be constrained by her care responsibilities and the diverse health 
problems in her family.  CH43 presented himself as free and independent.  This 
difference could either be due to effective differences in the living conditions or to 
a more advanced process of adaptation in the case of CH43 (see 4.2.5).  The two 
cases had in common the fact that while they were both adapting, the interviewees 
continued to exercise agency in some life domains.  This is the first element that also 
emerged in all other cases, despite very diverse household situations and the complex 
interplay between living conditions in different life domains.  Furthermore, all cases 
in precarious prosperity presented reasoning on adaptating, even those with low 
subjective well-being.  The processes leading to adaptation may thus be interpreted 
as an agency of “getting by” (Lister 2004).

What distinguished the three cases with low subjective well-being (CH07, 
CH37, CH61) from the others is that they explained how they were able to adjust 
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and adapt to a situation to a certain extent, but that the deprivations could not be 
addressed in a positive way any longer when they became too important.  In all 
of these cases, mainly severe health problems caused the low QOL, which spilled 
over into all other life domains.  “What do you want?  You have to lower your ex-
pectations, but I am less and less able to cope with this because I have to lower my 
prospects too much” (CH37, 2013).

Second, the interviewees exercise agency mainly on a personal or household 
level (getting by, getting out).  Only a few reported collective agency, and when the 
agency of “getting organized” occurred, it was not linked to a sense of belonging to 
precarious prosperity (or other terms describing their socioeconomic position) but 
to health problems or a specific profession, for instance.

When observing agency, it is important to understand that adaptation does not 
equal overall resignation.  Moreover, the feeling of powerlessness or lack of agency 
is rather domain-specific and is observed at an earlier stage of adaptation.  The 
next section will go into more depth about reasoning over time to provide a more 
complete understanding of what is happening in processes leading to adaptation. 

4.2 Reasoning for adaptation

Some of the interviewees in 2013 spoke explicitly about adaptation (« s’adapter », 
«sich anpassen»: CH12, CH15, CH33, CH42).  Going beyond this explicit dis-
course allowed for an analysis of the reasoning linked to high subjective well-being, 
despite being in precarious prosperity.  In fact, high subjective well-being was ex-
plicitly explained by all interviewees in precarious prosperity, even if there was no 
question about the reason for SWB in the interviews.  Hence, well-being was not 
self-evident to them, and they referred to various processes and social experiences 
to explain it.  The interviewees’ statements about how they adapted allowed for 
the identifying of types of adaptation reasoning.  Three of these types can also be 
found in psychological literature: Social comparison (Festinger 1954), diminution 
of aspirations (Lewin et  al. 1944), emotional detachment (term of the author), 
and reappraisal (Sirgy 2002).  The analysis does not focus on personality traits to 
explain why and how people adapt, but on social experiences (relevant life events 
or situations that reach beyond the individual) which could explain these types of 
adaptation.  Interestingly, when looking at the biographies, household situations, 
and different life domains of the interviewees, there was a coincidence of specific 
social experiences and types of adaptation across the cases.  Combining reasonings 
and social experiences allowed for the developing of patterns of adaptation.  In the 
sample, one person generally referred to several processes and types of adaptation.  
One person may also have encountered several of the social experiences described 
in the following section (e. g., a mother caring for her children who had immigrated 
to Switzerland).  Thus, the four patterns of adaptation presented here must be seen 
as phenomena and can accumulate in some cases. 
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4.2.1 Social comparison and migration
The first type of adaptation occurs through social comparison (Festinger 1954) and 
means that people evaluate their own QOL by comparing it with that of others.  
Social comparison was often drawn upon in the analyzed sample.  The interviewees 
compared themselves to those with worse health problems, to families with care 
responsibilities, and so on (e. g., CH33).  However, social comparison seemed to be 
particularly crucial for subjective well-being when people immigrated to Switzerland 
from a country clearly characterized by lower living conditions, such as Colombia 
(CH15), Chile (CH20), or Tibet (CH71).  Actually, all people interviewed from 
such countries strongly referred to their origins in comparison to Switzerland as a 
frame of reference when evaluating their QOL.  This led to a positive perception of 
their actual living conditions and to high subjective well-being.

I come from another country where it changed every day: We had the coup 
d’état, we had earthquakes. (…) I’m so used to starting from scratch that all 
the changes you have here don’t really change anything for me. (…) I think, 
compared to other countries where children live on the street (…), here in 
Switzerland you don’t have that. (…) Here, there is always help – you can 
always count on something. (CH20, 2013)

4.2.2 “Getting used to,” changing aspirations, and precarious work
A second type of adaptation to precarious prosperity could be identified in the sam-
ple, and it involved getting used to a situation or learning to deal with difficulties, 
leading to a diminution of stress and negative feelings over time.  This process went 
along with the diminution of aspirations (see Lewin et al. 1944) and a demarcation 
from others who were not accustomed to precariousness (those who had not been 
in precarious working conditions for a longer period and those who needed to have 
money to buy things).  A dissociation from the norm of stability and consumer 
society was observed in these cases.  For interviewees involved in this type of pro-
cess, the processes of adaptation had begun before the research period; this can be 
considered the reason why the interviewees reported high subjective well-being in 
all three interviews, despite worsening living conditions (e. g., loss of a job, CH42).  
Actually, in the sample, this type of adaptation was linked to a precarious work 
situation over at least five years (see also case study CH43). 

[Financial insecurity] did not stress me so much.  Oh, sure, it is sometimes 
uncomfortable, but in fact I have always – what shall I say – my life hasn’t 
run in straight lines, so that this didn’t scare me. (CH03, 2013)

People don’t like to renounce.  They want to have everything, and this is 
expensive. (…) You have to set goals you know you will be able to attain.  
It’s like that, and then you don’t have problems, I think. (…) We couldn’t 
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be happier, even if we had I don’t know how much money on our accounts 
every month. (CH42, 2013)

4.2.3 Being on your own and care responsibilities
A third type of adaptation process in the sample involved the interviewees reasoning 
with their own resources to address their situation.  The reasoning concerned being 
on one’s own to manage one’s life and taking one’s own responsibility for better 
subjective well-being:

If I look at the negative, then it is very bad: oh, I am alone, I have to work 
all day and then there is my son and then… If I think positive, I am satis-
fied.  I think: oh, I am strong enough, I did this like that, I made it myself, 
I organized this.  I am proud, if I think positive. (CH71, 2009)

Looking at the interviewees’ household situation with this reasoning, we can see that 
they all were women with children (teenagers and young adults) in the household 
and that they cared for the problems of the other household members (health, 
education, integration into the labor market).  Reasoning such as “it’s up to you” 
and “you have to detach” seemed to be linked to the experience of having no help 
from others in relation to their household needs: They complained about the welfare 
state’s and community’s lack of support for families and explained how they bore 
multiple burdens for their households.  During the research period, the analysis 
revealed an ongoing process of emotional detachment leading to higher subjective 
well-being, despite stable or worsening living conditions (see also case study CH11). 

4.2.4 Reappraisal after experiencing health problems
Finally, an interesting link was found between the experience of health problems 
and adaptation.  The importance of health for QOL in precarious prosperity has 
already been discussed (Budowski et  al. 2016).  Adaptation to precarious living 
conditions seemed to be possible in this study’s sample when the people who expe-
rienced the health problems were (at least partially) cured or stable.  In these cases, 
the interviewees relativized the difficulty of their living conditions in light of the 
health difficulties they had had in the past (reappraisal).

It is changing a little bit.  Well, you have wishes and stuff, but that’s all.  
Well, perspectives are changing with this disease.  You tell yourself health 
first, that’s the most important; isn’t it?  This has changed; there was a little 
bit of a turnaround. (CH47, 2009)

In contrast, the three cases who lived in a situation of deprivation linked their low 
subjective well-being directly to their health problems.  Interestingly, they had a 
similar reasoning as those who were adapted, but it was the opposite, e. g., CH37 
was suffering from a chronic muscle disorder and discussed social comparison:
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I have great difficulty with people of my age because I get really jealous.  I’m 
sorry to say this; it is bad because I compare myself to them. (CH37, 2013)

4.2.5 Reasoning over time
When comparing these four types of cases with regard to adaptation, living condi-
tions, and subjective well-being over time, there was an interesting evolution in the 
reasoning of the people: Among the cases in which a process to adaptation could 
be observed within the research period (mainly those with care responsibilities and 
those who had experienced health problems), the reports of their overall well-being 
were more positive than what they said about specific life domains in the rest of the 
interview (see also case study CH11).  In these interviews, people told us they were 
doing well and were satisfied, but between the lines, I could hear another story.  They 
actually corrected themselves, or rather, they persuaded themselves that they were 
well.  There seemed to be a perceived norm of being satisfied in their situation (or no 
reason to be unsatisfied), even if they experienced difficulties in some life domains. 

I must not complain.  I am well, apart from the little aches and pains one 
has at my age, right?  Slowly but surely, everything takes more time.  What 
do you want? (…) No, I have to be satisfied.  And as long as I am able to 
walk, well, I am satisfied; then I don’t want to complain (…) No, now I 
am actually satisfied; yes, I am well, and if my health stays as it is, I must 
not complain, if it doesn’t get worse.  Let’s be satisfied and make the best of 
it. (CH33, 2013)

In contrast, the interviewees whose processes to adaptation had been ongoing for a 
longer period of time (before 2008) do not correct themselves (mainly the  immigrants 
and those with a biography of precarious work).  Rather they explained that they 
were “lucky” and were aware of their luck.

I think I am rather well because I am very aware of all the luck I have, in fact, 
to, to – I have friends, I am in good health, I have a great flat, I have a job 
where I work at home when I want at the time I want.  Well, this is liberty, 
it is an extraordinary luxury – so I am rather, rather well. (CH04, 2013)

As illustrated in the case of CH43, they seemed to have internalized the norm of 
being satisfied and totally identified with it.  They also distanced themselves from 
“the others” who had more money and liked to buy things, by explaining that they 
did not need that many material goods.  “We are not people who change the furni-
ture all the time, who change, ehm, for nothing, or who buy clothes all the time” 
(CH17, 2013, day nanny).

In summary, the explanations for adaptation seemed to be linked to a perceived 
norm to be satisfied and referred to social comparison (migration), “getting used to a 
situation” and lowering aspirations (precarious work), stressing one’s own resources 



Adaptation to Precarious Prosperity: Is it Resignation? 439

SJS 44 (3), 2018, 423–442

and emotional detachment (care), and reappraisal (health).  The associated social 
experiences shed light on a possible link between living conditions and adaptation.  
Moreover, a process of internalization over time could be identified, which showed 
up in a changing discourse about subjective well-being: the longer the adaptation 
process had been occurring, the less incoherent was the information given by the 
interviewees concerning their living conditions and respective well-being.

5 Conclusion

Quantitative research has challenged the existence of adaptation, while qualitative 
research on the topic is rare and has associated adaptation with powerlessness and 
resignation.  This paper is based on an analysis of adaptation in precarious prosperity 
over time and aimed to explain how adaptation occurs.  It investigated the processes 
leading to a state of adaptation (high subjective well-being despite precarious pros-
perity, according to Zapf [1984]) using a longitudinal qualitative design.  Lister’s 
(2004) framework on agency allowed for an analysis of the processes of adaptation 
as agency among other kinds of agency.  These processes are understood here as 
agency, or as the interviewees’ reason about it, even in cases with low SWB.  The 
sociology of knowledge approach (Schütz 1932) was also applied to delve into the 
interviewees’ reasoning. 

The results show that adaptation is, first, domain specific and occurs in parallel 
with other kinds of agency.  The specific processes of adaptation tend to be similar 
according to what people perceive as relevant social experiences – a link that should 
be confirmed in future research: social comparison was common among people 
who immigrated to Switzerland from another country with lower living conditions.  
“Getting used to a situation” and lowering aspirations came to the fore after longer 
lasting precarious living conditions (e. g., precarious work).  Emotional detachment 
and relying on one’s own resources seemed to be a way to “get by” when people had 
care responsibilities in the household, and reappraisal occurred in general after (at 
least partially) cured health problems.  Incidentally, severe health problems were 
also the main reason hindering adaptation and leading to low subjective well-being 
in precarious prosperity. 

The interviewees seemed to perceive high subjective well-being as the norm, 
but it was not self-evident to them and was thus explained.  However, their reason-
ing changed over time and revealed a process of internalization of the perceived 
norm to be satisfied: the longer the adaptation process had been going on, the less 
the interviewees gave incoherent information and self-correcting reports concerning 
living conditions and respective well-being.  Although the interviewees perceived 
resignation in the beginning of the process of adaptation (when other kinds of 
agency had been unsuccessful), precarious living conditions were indeed presented 
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as normal or even as a choice in a later stage of the process.  The state of adaptation 
spilled over from one life domain into others and into general subjective well-being.

Looking at subjective well-being alone thus presents a distorted picture when 
evaluating welfare.  Adaptation must be taken into consideration when looking at 
the QOL of people and households in precarious prosperity.  This paper contributes 
to the understanding of how QOL is affected by adaptation.  It helps people on 
an individual level to get by and care for their households.  At the same time, the 
results support Graham’s statement about the risk of lower welfare levels relating 
to adaptation (Graham 2009, 215) while adding insight about the risk of the re-
production of inequalities on a societal level to it, in the sense that adaptation does 
not encourage redistribution processes via the welfare state; the analysis shows that 
adaptation does not accompany political agency and change but rather stability of 
living conditions and individual welfare.
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