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Abstract
Background and Objectives: In view of the inherited temporal dimension of climate change, this study aims to 
highlight diverse intergenerational effects and coping strategies by examining the state of literature on older people and 
intergenerational relations in the context of climate change.
Research Design and Methods: A scoping review of peer-reviewed scientific literature was conducted. We searched the 
following bibliographical data sets: PubMed, Web of Science, and APA PsycNet in addition to a snowballing search based on 
Google Scholar. The primary search was conducted between September 22, 2021 and September 26, 2021, using variations 
of the search terms: older people AND intergenerational AND climate change. Two independent raters classified the articles 
using prespecified inclusion and exclusion criteria.
Results: In total, 20 articles were maintained for data extraction. Articles reflect 2 poles in relation to older people 
and intergenerational relations in the context of climate change. The first emphasizes intergenerational conflicts 
and differences, whereas the second stresses solidarity and transmission of knowledge and practices between the 
generations.
Discussion and Implications: Both older and younger people are affected by age-based discrimination in the context of 
climate change. Generational differences in energy consumption and attitudes toward climate change exist. Nonetheless, 
these can be overcome by stressing the solidarity between the generations and the ability of older people to contribute to 
the climate change movement as well as by the ability of both young and old to transmit knowledge and practices related 
to sustainability.

Keywords:  Climate change, Environmental sustainability, Generations, Global warming, Older people

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
has warned of accelerated rates and more profound impacts 
of climate change in all regions of the world (IPCC, 2021). 
According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 
these pose immense risks to global health for all ages and 
geographic locations (WHO, 2018). Older people are par-
ticularly affected by climate change, because they are more 
susceptible to the impact of extreme heat waves, severe 

weather disruptions, and polluted air (Frumkin et al., 2012; 
Gamble et al., 2013; Yu et al., 2011).

According to the Office of the United Nations High 
Commissioner for Human Rights’ report, climate change 
threatens older persons’ “rights to life, health, food, water 
and sanitation, housing, freedom of movement, livelihoods, 
social protection, development, and culture.” The report 
concludes that key international climate change instruments 
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have neglected older persons. Moreover, there is no legally 
binding international instrument specifically protecting the 
human rights of older persons (Office of the United Nations 
High Commissioner for Human Rights, 2021).

Another source of concern with regard to older people 
in the context of climate change is the sentiment that older 
people and especially the Baby Boomer generation (born 
between 1946 and 1964) are better off than younger gen-
erations (Ayalon, 2020; Ayalon et al., 2021; Ho & Hendi, 
2018; Tavener et al., 2014). Older people have been viewed 
as “greedy geezers,” depleting the earth’s resources to their 
own advantage (Street & Cossman, 2006), while younger 
people are facing unprecedented socioeconomic challenges, 
such as rising housing prices and high rates of unemploy-
ment and social insecurity, in addition to concerns about an 
uncertain future largely brought about by climate change 
(Moody, 2007). Yet despite some evidence and much rhet-
oric about generational disparities, a comprehensive review 
has found limited differences between young and older 
people’s attitudes or knowledge concerning climate change 
(Corner et al., 2015).

Recent evidence shows that older generations are ex-
pected to make sacrifices for a future which they will not 
be a part of (Puaschunder, 2016), and most aspire to leave 
a valuable legacy for future generations (Frumkin et  al., 
2012). Examples come from public initiatives and vol-
unteer movements by older people to raise public aware-
ness of climate change. These include the Elders, a group 
convened by Nelson Mandela, the green AARP blog, and 
the MacArthur Foundation Research Network on an Aging 
Society (Frumkin et al., 2012). Clearly, research has shown 
that older people can actively participate in the climate 
change movement in ways that contribute to their own 
mental health and well-being while simultaneously lending 
solidarity to younger and future generations (Gagliardi 
et al., 2020; Pillemer et al., 2009).

The present review examines older people and intergen-
erational relations in the context of climate change. This 
review is taken given the strong temporal perspective in-
herent in climate change: Actions performed in the past 
and present have major implications for future genera-
tions (Gardiner, 2006; Méjean et al., 2020). In light of the 
increased susceptibility of older people to climate change 
(Willoughby et al., 2017; Yu et al., 2012) and the heated 
political discourse, which tends to blame older people for 
their inaction (Han & Ahn, 2020), we conducted a sys-
tematic scoping review to synthesize knowledge of older 
people and intergenerational relations in the context of 
climate change. Our goal in undertaking this review was 
to examine the extent, range, and nature of evidence, to 
summarize these findings, and to identify knowledge gaps 
in the existing literature. The present scoping review is par-
ticularly timely considering the recent report of the WHO 
on the Decade of Healthy Ageing and climate change. 
According to the report, for most people, worldwide, a 

healthy planet is a necessary condition for healthy aging 
and healthy longevity (WHO, 2022).

Our review is guided by the overarching concept of “in-
tergenerational ambivalence”—the coexistence of inter-
personal solidarity and tension among people belonging 
to different age groups (Lüscher & Pillemer, 1998). 
Intergenerational ambivalence aims to bridge the gap be-
tween traditional theories of intergenerational relations, 
namely, solidarity and conflict, that highlight only positive 
or negative facets of relationships. These representations, 
although important in the understanding of intergener-
ational dynamics, do not adequately capture the coexist-
ence and cooccurrence of solidary and conflict in varied 
situations, circumstances, and stages of life. For example, 
caregiving is considered a prime example of intergenera-
tional solidarity, and while it may be a mutually rewarding 
experience in many ways, it is also known to engender 
feelings of stress and loneliness, leading to increased care-
giving burden. The coexistence of such diametrically oppo-
site feelings with respect to the same situation comprises 
“ambivalence” in intergenerational relationships. And 
while this concept may have been explored primarily within 
the context of family relationships, it is equally applicable 
for the study of broader macro-level issues, where inter-
generational interests converge or collide. One example of 
a global issue that affects all age groups alike is climate 
change. Considering the recent climate protests and public 
comments, it may be construed that climate discourse in 
the public domain emanates underlying intergenerational 
tension and conflict. However, a deeper look into localized 
climate interventions and initiatives may reveal the prev-
alence of intergenerational solidarity and cooperation. 
This scoping review therefore uses the framework of in-
tergenerational ambivalence to identify examples of both 
intergenerational solidarity and conflict for a holistic un-
derstanding of intergenerational relationships in the face of 
climate change.

Method
Scoping review methodology was used to examine the mul-
tilayered nature of the literature and to systematically map 
the research on older people and intergenerational relations 
in the context of climate change. This kind of review aims 
to better identify relevant key concepts, theories, types of 
research, or research gaps. Scoping reviews are particularly 
valuable to explore multidisciplinary research questions 
and bodies of literature. In contrast to other types of sys-
tematic reviews, scoping reviews do not typically assess the 
quality of included studies and they start with a broader 
research goal (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). Scoping reviews 
are distinct from narrative reviews in that they require struc-
tured search approaches of identification, selection, and re-
porting processes as established in PRISMA guidelines for 
systematic reviews (Page et al., 2021). For this review, we 
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followed the five recommended steps as detailed in the fol-
lowing sections (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005).

Step 1: Identifying the Research Questions

The main aim of this review was to examine the scien-
tific knowledge of older people and intergenerational re-
lations in the context of climate change. Following Arksey 
and O’Malley (2005), the review relied on a structured 
process that resulted in four thematic areas: intergenera-
tional conflict, intergenerational differences, intergenera-
tional solidarity, and intergenerational transmission. These 
areas were not preconceived but evolved after reading and 
rereading selected articles on older people and intergenera-
tional relations in the context of climate change.

In this study, intergenerational conflict is defined as a 
conflict between generations for shared resources such as 
the planet that we inhabit. Conflicts may be of a personal 
nature, such as a clash of values between family/commu-
nity members belonging to different age groups, they may 
be restricted to certain places or circumstances such as 
voting and decision-making powers resting disproportion-
ately with particular age groups or may be a generic per-
ception about a particular age group, such as older adults 
or young people, arising from a sense of prejudice toward 
that population.

Intergenerational differences are related to 
intergeneration conflict and are often a cause for the same; 
however, the key distinction lies in the fact that in this 
case, although there may be differences in world views, 
values, lifestyles, and societal powers/privileges, these do 
not introduce an element of conflict within interpersonal 
relationships.

Intergenerational solidarity comprises examples of dif-
ferent generations working in collaboration toward a 
common goal and a common interest. Intergenerational 
solidarity is built upon compassion, empathy, and commit-
ment toward the welfare of all.

Intergenerational transmission is closely linked to inter-
generational solidarity. It implies the transfer and sharing 
of knowledge and resources with other generations with 
the aim to benefit their lives and futures. Intergenerational 
transmission primarily flows from older to younger genera-
tions; however, the reverse may also hold true.

Step 2: Identifying Relevant Studies

The following criteria were used to guide the search for 
relevant articles.

Inclusion criteria

 • Research that has a primary focus on older people 
(older than the age of 60)  AND intergenerational re-
lations AND climate change (including natural disaster 
and environmental activism)

 • Qualitative, quantitative, mixed-methods research, in-
cluding theoretical discussions

 • Studies from anywhere in the world
 • Studies with full text available in English
 • Peer-reviewed publications only
 • In cases where different records used the same data set 

and carried out the same analysis, the most complete re-
cord was included.

Exclusion criteria

 • All languages other than English
 • Studies that focus on (intergenerational relations) OR 

(climate change) as separate issues and do not link the 
concepts

 • Studies that do not focus on older people, yet focus on 
intergenerational relations and climate change

 • Full texts unavailable for review
 • Non-peer-reviewed journals
 • Book chapters, book reviews, commentaries, or 

editorials
 • Duplicates.

Search Strategy

The search strategy was developed using PubMed. A variety 
of search terms were used from an extensive list of primary 
search terms for PubMed. The primary search terms fo-
cused on the following: Older people AND Intergeneration 
AND Climate Change (Supplementary Section 1).

The search strategy developed for PubMed was mod-
ified to comply with the other bibliographical databases 
included in this scoping review: APA PsycNet and Web of 
Science. We used Google Scholar’s “cited by” and “related” 
functions to identify additional articles, relying on the rele-
vant papers selected in this stage.

Step 3: Study Selection

Titles and abstracts were screened by two independent 
reviewers to determine eligibility based on the predefined 
inclusion and exclusion criteria. Any uncertainty with 
a title/abstract resulted in transferring the article to the 
second stage for further scrutiny. Next, shortlisted articles 
were reviewed (full-text screening). A PRISMA flow chart 
was followed and populated with relevant numbers of 
articles.

Step 4: Charting the Data

We developed a table to guide the extraction process. In ad-
dition to the characteristics of the study and methods (e.g., 
geographic location, sample size type of study design), we 
summarized the main themes and conclusions outlined by 
the authors. These are described in a narrative form in the 
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text. We piloted and revised the extraction table. This stage 
was also conducted independently by two raters.

Step 5: Collating, Summarizing, and Reporting 
the Results

We relied on a narrative synthesis to develop thematic 
findings and present them as a story at the nexus of studies 
on older people, intergenerational relations, and climate 
change.

Results
Our preliminary search strategy was conducted between 
September 22, 2021 and September, 26, 2021, yielded 
862 articles (28 PubMed, 122 APA PsychNet, 673 Web of 
Science, 39 snowballing). After removing 76 duplicates, 
786 articles were maintained. Of these, 721 were excluded 
based on title and abstract. The remaining 65 were retained 
for full-text review. Figure 1 outlines the search flow, using 
the PRISMA guidelines.

Twenty articles were included in the final analysis. Of 
these, two were review articles, one was a consensus paper, 
two were repeated cross-sectional, and one was a cross-sec-
tional study. The remaining studies were qualitative or 
mixed methods in nature. Most articles originated in and 
focused on the United States (N = 8). Studies that focused 
on either a single European country or on several European 
countries (one of which also included the United Kingdom 
and the United States) also were common (N = 6). The re-
maining studies focused on China, the United Kingdom, 
Russia, the Philippines, Tanzania, and Bolivia. The earliest 
article identified was written in 1999. There was a steady 
increase in the number of published articles over time (see 
Table 1 for study characteristics).

Thematic grouping took place after reading and coding 
the selected papers. We decided on four main categories 
addressing various aspects of intergenerational relations: 

conflict (N = 2), differences (N = 8), solidarity (N = 6), and 
transmission (N = 4).

Intergenerational Conflict

The potential for conflict between the generations in the 
context of climate change was discussed by two studies. 
Both had an international focus, concerning Europe, North 
America, the United Kingdom, or Africa. The study by Kaya 
(2019) has argued that antiage discrimination laws can suc-
cessfully address environmental vulnerabilities for all age 
groups (“older people,” “children,” “later birth cohorts,” 
and “earlier birth cohorts”) as opposed to prioritizing 
one age group over another. The author has presented 
age-related discriminatory environmental impacts to dem-
onstrate how different age groups will experience diverse 
and unequal issues arising from the common challenge of 
climate change. Therefore, to effectively address the broad 
range of age-based environmental impacts, the scope of 
antiage discrimination laws must be broadened to benefit 
all generations equally rather than primarily older adults, 
the usual beneficiaries of antiage discrimination laws. The 
second study that addressed intergenerational conflict was 
undertaken by Murphy (2021) who examined intergen-
erational divide in the context of climate change. A  crit-
ical analysis of social media contents along with surveys 
of voters’ attitudes revealed the prevalence of intergen-
erational conflict aimed toward both the young and the 
old. Younger generations tended to believe that older gen-
erations were unable to grasp the science behind climate 
change or the severity of the problem. However, when they 
tried to explain or protest, their voices were suppressed 
and excluded from policy decisions. Moreover, they were 
dealt in injustice by being belittled, discredited, accused of 
establishing “climate cults,” and being told to “go back to 
school” even though they were fighting a legitimate fight for 
their future. Both studies pointed to age-based discrimina-
tion that affects both young and old. They also highlighted 
the necessity to recognize the potential escalation of inter-
generational conflict if a particular generation is prioritized 
in the formulation of climate policies/laws over others or if 
one generation is held responsible for the climate crisis to 
the detriment of others when all generations are affected by 
climate change and merit equal consideration.

Intergenerational Differences

Eight studies addressed differences between the genera-
tions. This line of research is focused mainly on intergener-
ational differences between people of different age groups 
or different cohorts with regard to energy consumption 
(Bardazzi & Pazienza, 2020; Isabelle, 2011), ecological 
knowledge (Galang & Vaughter, 2020; Kaijage, 2021), 
and attitudes toward climate change (Gray et  al., 2019; 
Herman-Mercer et al., 2016; Kafková, 2019; Zhang, 2018). 
Most found evidence of age and generational differences Figure 1. PRISMA flow of research articles.
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(Bardazzi & Pazienza, 2020; Galang & Vaughter, 2020; 
Herman-Mercer et  al., 2016; Isabelle, 2011), although 
two only found minimal differences (Gray et  al., 2019; 
Kafková, 2019). The studies were diverse in their geo-
graphic focus, including the United States (Gray et  al., 
2019; Herman-Mercer et al., 2016), Philippines (Galang & 
Vaughter, 2020), Tanzania (Kaijage, 2021), China (Zhang, 
2018), and Europe (Bardazzi & Pazienza, 2020; Isabelle, 
2011; Kafková, 2019).

The study by Bardazzi & Pazienza (2020) examined the 
roles of age and generation in energy consumption patterns 
in Italian households to assess how aging and future pop-
ulation structures might affect energy consumption. The 
authors found that consumption of both natural gas and 
electricity increased with age. By combining their findings 
with demographic projections up to 2050, they concluded 
that energy demand calculations must account for age and 
generation effects to avert a severe underestimation of en-
ergy demand in the future. The study by Isabelle (2011) 
examined how people in France relate to energy at dif-
ferent stages of life (“childhood,” “adolescence,” “young 
adulthood,” “adulthood,” “retirement”)—in the context of 
family relationships, historical events, energy policies, en-
vironmental issues, and energy-related technologies. The 
author concluded that at each stage of life individuals are 
propelled to interact with energy in different ways in a so-
ciety/environment that has been built before and around 
them. Therefore, in order to influence energy-related 
behaviors toward sustainable choices, each age group must 
be provided with tools and technologies (e.g., messages 
of social justice through video games for adolescents or 
energy-efficient household appliances for adults) to match 
their life stage. Importantly, these tools must not only be 
personalized to each life stage but must also be deployed 
simultaneously to bring about effective and lasting change.

Two studies focused on intergenerational relations and 
ecological knowledge. The first, by Galang and Vaughter 
(2020), examined generational persistence and sources 
of local ecological knowledge among agroforesters in 
the Philippines. A  survey of “youth,” “middle-aged,” and 
“older adult” users of agroforestry landscape revealed that 
although all age groups possessed high levels of local ec-
ological knowledge, the sources from which they derived 
their knowledge differed. For the youth, institutional-
based learning was instrumental to knowledge acquisition, 
whereas for older generations, experiential learning was 
more relevant. The authors concluded that future policies 
must focus on age-targeted interventions for effective man-
agement and conservation of agroforestry land. The second 
study on ecological knowledge and intergenerational rela-
tions was undertaken in Tanzania by Kaijage (2021). This 
study examined the role of current socioeconomic and envi-
ronmental changes on the transfer of traditional ecological 
knowledge. The author found that modern means of com-
munication such as the media, mobile phones, and training 
programs were eroding traditional platforms of sharing 

local ecological knowledge and practices. Moreover, cli-
mate change was rendering traditional knowledge inaccu-
rate in the prediction of weather events. This resulted in a 
lack of trust in traditional knowledge, poor levels of inter-
action between older and younger generations, and a gap in 
the continuity and flow of knowledge from older people to 
youth. Consequently, traditional knowledge was becoming 
“patchy” and unable to meet societal needs.

Intergenerational differences, sometimes minor, were 
also found in attitudes toward climate change. Gray 
et  al. (2019) studied the polarizing portrayals of older 
and younger generations in their concerns about climate 
change in the United States. Although popular media and 
previous research had reported that older generations were 
less interested and invested in climate action compared to 
younger generations who were leading the climate move-
ment, other research had also previously found that there 
were no differences in how younger and older genera-
tions viewed climate change. Gray et  al. (2019) under-
took an age and generational cohort-based analysis and 
found that younger generations did not experience envi-
ronmental losses more acutely than older generations. In 
fact, environment value orientation and self-reported po-
litical orientation were more influential in how different 
generations viewed climate change and action rather than 
age and cohort. Similarly, Kafková (2019) conducted a 
study using age, period, cohort analysis to examine the 
influence of age on environmental values in six European 
countries and concluded that cohort effects have no influ-
ence on environmental values, and age is weakly related. 
Period effects, however, had a strong influence on envi-
ronmental values and volunteering behaviors. Notably, 
the youngest age group (18–24 years) were slightly more 
willing than others to pay more for environmental protec-
tion. Herman-Mercer et al. (2016) undertook a study on 
cultural dimensions of climate change in four indigenous 
communities in subarctic Alaska and found that although 
members of all ages across the four communities had 
observed changes in their environment, older generations 
had observed more changes than younger generations and 
perceptions related to these changes varied by age. The 
biggest variation was found in how people of different 
generations (ages 18–29, 30–49, 50–64, and 65+) thought 
of “typical” weather that influenced how they perceived 
the extent and impact of climate change. The authors 
concluded that generational differences in observations 
and perceptions of climate change needed to be taken into 
account in climate change adaptation strategies. In the final 
study that addressed intergenerational differences, Zhang 
(2018) examined intergenerational justice and solidarity 
in sustainability in China and found that, with increasing 
age, people were more concerned about large-scale sus-
tainability; that older adults were more concerned about 
the causes of climate change; and that views regarding 
responsibility for environmental problems changed with 
increasing age. On the other hand, there were little to 
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no differences in how different age groups perceived the 
preservation of the future. Overall, the author concluded 
that although there were considerable differences on the 
subject of intergenerational justice, there were also some 
instances of intergenerational solidarity.

Intergenerational Solidarity

Six studies addressed solidarity between the generations. 
Four of these studies originated in and focused on the United 
States (Barber, 2014; Chazan & Baldwin, 2019; Ekstrom, 
1999; Pillemer et al., 2011). One had a global focus, but 
originated in the United States (Kruger et  al., 2014) and 
one originated and focused on Austria (Mitrofanenko 
et al., 2018). One study was a review paper (Kruger et al., 
2014), another was a consensus paper (Pillemer et  al., 
2011), and the remaining studies were either qualitative 
(Barber, 2014; Chazan & Baldwin, 2019; Ekstrom, 1999) 
or mixed methods, using qualitative and quantitative data 
(Mitrofanenko et al., 2018). These studies suggest that the 
involvement of older people in the climate change move-
ment and their shared experiences with the younger gener-
ations foster positive intergenerational relations, improve 
the status of older people, and help the climate movement.

Barber (2014) conducted a study with 18 grandparents 
and 14 grandchildren who were affected by a forest fire as 
they participated in an intergenerational Elderhostel pro-
gram. In the aftermath of the incident, grandparents re-
ported stronger bonds and emotional closeness with their 
grandchildren in addition to increased quality, frequency, 
and intensity of conversation. Moreover, grandparents 
were able to provide comfort in a time of crisis and help 
their grandchildren process the event and reframe it in a 
positive way, such as expressing gratitude for being alive 
when they had lost all their belongings in the fire. The au-
thor concluded that in times of crisis and extreme stress, 
grandparents could play an instrumental role in the 
well-being of younger generations. Chazan & Baldwin 
(2019) conducted a study to highlight the prevalence of in-
tergenerational solidarity at a time when the climate fight 
is portrayed as the lone effort of younger generations. The 
authors analyzed the role of the Seattle group of the Raging 
Grannies, a network of older activists, who mobilized their 
age, gender, and whiteness to support young activists en-
gaged in Seattle’s ShellNo Action Coalition and blocked 
Shell Oil’s rigs from traveling from Seattle to the Arctic. 
The study served as an example of strong intergenerational 
and intersectional solidarity, whereby older adults lent 
support, mentorship, and resources aimed at fostering cli-
mate justice. The article by Ekstrom (1999) documented 
the roles of older adults in applied environmental concerns. 
The author used case studies on senior involvement and en-
gagement in intergenerational exchanges to not only dem-
onstrate the extent to which older adults can contribute 
toward the building of sustainable communities but to 
also challenge negative stereotypes associated with older 

adults. Mitrofaneko et al. (2018) conducted a study on the 
management of a biosphere reserve in Austria and found 
that two key population groups, older women and youth, 
were underrespresented even though stakeholder participa-
tion was integral to sustainable development. The authors 
concluded that there was much scope for intergenerational 
collaboration and knowledge exchange between younger 
and older generations and recommended intergenerational 
practice as a management tool for the reserve. Pillemer 
et al. (2009) published a multidisciplinary conference con-
sensus paper to address the topic of aging, environmental 
sustainability, and conservation. The article highlighted 
the extreme susceptibility of older adults to environmental 
threats, acknowledged the fact that as people age their con-
tribution to environmental problems will likely increase, 
and proposed intergenerational strategies such as environ-
mental volunteerism to harness the skills and knowledge 
of older adults in environmental sustainability and con-
servation. Finally, Kruger et al. (2014) published a review 
paper based on the central premise that environmental 
change and older adults affect one another and therefore 
environmental sustainability is by necessity an intergenera-
tional phenomenon. The article highlights the need for both 
environmental and social equity in order to benefit older, 
as well as younger and future generations, and recognizes 
the potential of older adults to share sustainable behaviors 
with younger generations. Like the other papers included 
in this section on intergenerational solidarity, this article 
also emphasized the need and potential of intergenerational 
programs to promote sustainability.

Intergenerational Transmission

Transmission of knowledge, practices, and attitudes be-
tween the generations was examined in four studies (Boyd, 
2019; Crate, 2006; D’abundo et  al., 2011; Fernández-
Llamazares et  al., 2015). With one exception (D’abundo 
et al., 2011), transmission was examined as occurring from 
the older to younger generations. Studies originated in 
Bolivia, the United States, Russia, and the United Kingdom. 
Two of the studies were qualitative (Boyd, 2019; Fernández-
Llamazares et al., 2015) and two employed mixed methods 
(Crate, 2006; D’abundo et al., 2011).

Boyd (2019) wrote about a Legacy Intergenerational sus-
tainability skill café in England where children and families 
interacted with older adults within the community to learn 
about dying cultural traditions that promote sustainability. 
The program not only provided a sense of purpose to older 
adults but also helped them to share life skills. Additionally, 
the program challenged gender stereotypes as children 
watched their fathers cooking, knitting, and sewing and 
their mothers mending scooters and punctures. The article 
promoted intergenerational activities for their potential to 
reduce social isolation, improve mental health, and facili-
tate intergenerational cooperation. Crate (2006) undertook 
a study in Post-Soviet Russia to examine how traditional 
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occupations such as fishing, hunting, and herding that had 
sustained northern rural communities even after the fall of 
the Soviet Union in 1991 were now being challenged by 
globalization, mass media, and modernization as these were 
interrupting the flow of traditional knowledge from older 
to younger generations. An intergenerational elder know-
ledge project “Take Advice from the Elders” was therefore 
undertaken to document traditional knowledge to enhance 
sustainability while simultaneously identifying new ways to 
promote conversation between older and younger genera-
tions. The project was successful as elder knowledge was 
recognized as an integral part of the community’s common 
vision of sustainability. Fernández-Llamazares et al. (2015) 
conducted a study in Bolivia to assess the capacity of local 
environmental knowledge to keep up with rapid changes 
in the ecosystem. For this, they used the concept of base-
line shifting syndrome—a sociopsychological phenomenon 
that examines “generational amnesia” (when traditional 
knowledge is not passed down to future generations, af-
fecting how the latter perceive ecological change) and “per-
sonal amnesia” (when people update their own perception 
of normality over the life course); in both instances, the 
loss of knowledge remains unperceived. The authors found 
that age-related differences in perceptions of environmental 
change coupled with decreased intergenerational transmis-
sion of local knowledge had affected the natural baseline 
against which people measured changes in their environ-
ment. Consequently, the adaptive capacity and success of 
the entire ecosystem may be endangered. D’abundo et al. 
(2011) provided an example of intergenerational trans-
mission from younger to older generations through the 
“Recycling Mentors” service-learning program aimed at 
promoting recycling and environmental awareness among 
younger and older generations. The program included per-
sonal interactions between students and older members of 
the community and information materials like brochures. 
At the end of the program, students reported increased 
awareness about environmental issues, a change in how 
they viewed older adults, and an interest in adapting dif-
ferent communication methods to address diverse age 
groups in the future.

Discussion
We relied on a scoping review to identify current scientific 
literature on the topic of older people and intergenerational 
relations in the context of climate change. This review is 
important considering the temporal characteristics of cli-
mate change impact and mitigation efforts: Activities taken 
(or not) in the present are likely to have an impact only in 
the future (Bodansky et al., 2017). Moreover, if mitigation 
efforts are successful, their future impact will be unnotice-
able given the goal of limiting global warming to below 
1.5°C, for instance. Although our initial interest in the topic 
stemmed from the discourse on the responsibility of older 
people to the current climate catastrophe (Ayalon, 2020), 

our review showed little exploration of the role of older 
people regarding the current climate change crisis. Rather, 
the scientific evidence illustrates two discourses that stress 
the negative versus positive aspects associated with older 
people and intergenerational relations in the context of cli-
mate change. The first focuses on intergenerational conflict 
and differences; the other on intergenerational solidarity 
and transmission of knowledge and attitudes. Common to 
each is an acknowledgment of both young and old as being 
affected by climate change as well solutions for the climate 
crisis resting (equally) with both generations.

Whereas only two studies explicitly addressed inter-
generational conflict, eight studies explored intergenera-
tional differences. This shows that researchers are aware 
of potential disparities between the generations, but do not 
explicitly portray these as conflictual. These studies were 
heavily drawn from Europe and North America, where 
there are vocal climate change activist youths (Han & Ahn, 
2020). The absence of voices from the global south is an 
important gap.

Studies addressing intergenerational solidarity 
originated mainly from the United States, in contrast to 
intergenerational transmission studies, which had diverse 
origins. Both groups of studies are optimistic about a fu-
ture in which generations work toward a common cause 
or learn from each other. Further research is warranted to 
better understand global patterns in these views of climate 
change. This is important considering the spatial nature 
of climate change impact and mitigation efforts. Although 
the developed world is responsible for the industrial rev-
olution, which has advanced the pollution of our planet, 
it is the developing world, which suffers the most from 
the unwanted effects of anthropogenic climate change 
(Bodansky et al., 2017).

Conclusion and Implications
Drawing on these findings, we offer a model that points 
to both negative and positive aspects associated with older 
people and intergenerational relations in the context of cli-
mate change (Figure 2). Whereas one discourse is focused 
on explicit areas of conflict and differences between the 
generation, the other points to the potential of intergenera-
tional solidarity and the transmission of knowledge.

The findings suggest that both older and younger people 
are affected by age-based discrimination in the context of 
climate change and that generational differences in energy 
consumption and attitudes exist. Nonetheless, these can 
be overcome by stressing the solidarity between the gen-
erations and the ability of older people to contribute to 
the climate change movement as well as by the ability of 
each generation, young and old, to contribute and teach 
the other generation about sustainability issues. A  con-
sistent message across these studies is that both genera-
tions are affected by conflict and that both generations can 
benefit from intergenerational solidarity and transmission 
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of knowledge. Hence, consistent with the World Health 
Report on Ageism, which emphasized the impact of ageism 
across all ages (WHO, 2021), our findings also point to the 
importance of targeting all age groups as part of the climate 
change movement.

To further develop this model and ensure that it is of 
use for both researchers and policy stakeholders, several 
components should be strengthened. First, the topic of in-
tergenerational tension or conflict between the generations 
was hardly addressed by the literature reviewed here. This 
possibly points to a lacuna in research, given the heated 
public debate that explicitly blames older people for the 
current climate change catastrophe (Roy & Ayalon, under 
review). Many of the studies not included in this review 
address the situation of younger people vis-à-vis older gen-
erations. These studies often explicitly blamed older gener-
ations for not acting or for being indifferent to the current 
or future impact of the crisis. However, these studies were 
not included here as they did not name older people ex-
plicitly, but rather used terms such as adults (Page, 1999; 
Weston, 2007). Hence, an important body of literature, 
which addresses intergenerational conflict, is quite lim-
ited in this scoping review. The role of policy and human 
rights violations in the context of older people and climate 
change also should be strengthened as only one study has 
highlighted this (Kaya, 2019). This is unfortunate given the 
recent Office of the United Nations High Commissioner 
for Human Rights’ report (2021), which has highlighted 
the risks that climate change poses to older people’s 
human rights.

Differences between the generations were addressed 
more extensively. However, there remains a question con-
cerning the source of these differences. Whereas some of the 
studies reviewed specifically distinguished between chron-
ological age and cohort effects, others did not. The need 
for longitudinal research is highlighted here, as this may 
provide important distinctions between the two possible 
sources of difference (e.g., cohort vs. age). The distinction 

is important because it provides insights concerning the 
future need for preparedness. If the findings reflect cohort 
rather than age differences, it is possible that future gen-
erations will be more harmonized in their climate change 
opinions and practices. This in return may result in greater 
solidarity between the generations. In the field of inter-
generational solidarity and transmission of knowledge, it 
is desired to employ experimental and quasi-experimental 
designs to better assess the impact of intergenerational 
interventions on the climate change movement. This has 
important practical implications given societal urgency to 
mitigate the negative impact of climate change and the pos-
sible benefits of generations working together to meet this 
goal. Such collaborative work is likely to result not only 
in better mitigation and adaptation efforts, but also in a 
world for all ages, in which chronological age is no longer 
a barrier or a hurdle. Finally, as climate change dispropor-
tionally affects the developing world (Wei et al., 2012), it 
is important to ensure adequate representation of research 
from the developing world. This will improve our under-
standing of intersectionality and power differences (e.g., 
spatial and temporal dimensions), by considering not only 
age, but also geographic location.

Although the quality of the studies reviewed was not 
officially appraised, several methodological issues should 
be raised. Clearly, longitudinal, experimental, or quasi-
experimental studies are missing. This suggests that the 
evidence provided by the reviewed studies is still limited. 
Research relying on representative samples and the reliance 
on reliable and valid measures across different cultures 
also is lacking. This precludes our ability to generalize the 
findings and to conduct cross-national comparisons. The 
few studies that were conducted in emerging economies 
were either qualitative or mix-methods in nature, largely 
relying on small sample sizes. Hence, our knowledge from 
these areas of the world is even more limited.

Finally, we limited our focus to peer-reviewed articles 
given the fact that these often represent higher-quality 

Intergenera�onal conflict

Intergenera�onal differences Intergenera�onal transmission
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Intergenera�onal challenges: Intergenera�onal opportuni�es:

Impact on both young and old

Solu�on in the hands of both young and old

Figure 2. Intergenerational challenges and opportunities in the context of climate change.
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contributions. Nevertheless, this has resulted in omitting 
policy, media and lay people discourse concerning the topic 
of older people, and intergenerational relations in the con-
text of climate change. It also is important to note that as 
in any scoping review, it is possible that we have missed 
relevant articles, despite efforts to conduct a comprehensive 
search. Nonetheless, our findings stress both challenges and 
opportunities inherited in intergenerational relations in the 
context of climate change.
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Supplementary data are available at The Gerontologist online.
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