
Background: Population ageing, generations and sustainable development 
Europe is ageing and demographics show that there is a continuous decline in birth rates while 
there is a continuous increase in life expectancies in most European countries. UN data from 
2012 indicate that nine of the 10 oldest populations of the world live in Europe: while Japan has 
the highest proportion of elderly people, Germany and Italy follow on the second and third place 
– followed by Bulgaria, Finland, Croatia, Greece, Latvia, Slovenia and Malta. Ageing 
populations challenge the European societies on several interrelated dimensions most notably 
with respect to prosperity and living standards, work force and employment, pensions, health 
provision and long-term care, as well as relations between the generations. The potential of this 
development in eliciting social conflicts has been described by fictive scenarios of “war between 
generations” or “generational warfare” (Ferring, 2010). Even though this seems unrealistic at the 
family level, intergenerational conflicts may be expected at the societal level when it comes to 
the distribution of public resources (including not only financial transfers, but also different kind 
of material and immaterial ‘goods’ such as services). This will be accelerated if migration flows 
will continue and societies have to consider re-distribution of resources. 

How do we deal with sustainable development in our own work? 
In our work, we focus on intergenerational relations in families and societies (e.g., Albert & 
Ferring, 2013) – especially exchange processes within the context of formal and informal care 
giving (Boll & Ferring, 2013). A particular focus is set here on psychosocial aspects in the care 
for persons affected by neurodegenerative diseases; studies have addressed the perceived 
rights of and the felt distance to people with Alzheimer’s disease (e.g., Bourkel, Ferring & 
Weber, 2012) or the impact of neurodegenerative diseases on the family system (Ferring, 
2015). Another part of our research considers exchange processes and emotional relationship 
quality between generations at the family level; we showed here for instance that different types 
of adult child-old parent relations exist including amicable, disharmonious, detached and 
ambivalent ones that are characterized by different willingness to support the older generation 
and by different levels of manifest conflicts between generations (e.g., Ferring, Michels, Boll, & 
Filipp, 2009). By highlighting the dynamics and differing potentials of exchange processes within 
the family and by identifying mediators and moderators (e.g., justice principles), all studies add 
to an enlarged empirical as well as theoretical understanding of intergenerational relations and 
thus also contribute to the notion of social sustainability. 

How will we contribute to Sustainable Development?  Forthcoming Research Lines  
Here, we will focus three points. Firstly, we will draw new and complementary research lines. 
These concern the changed role of grandparents, the situation of generations within patchwork 
families, questions of social inclusion, the perceived responsibility for dependent persons, the 
issue of generational relations within multicultural societies etc. – just to give some examples.  

Secondly, we adhere to a comparative perspective linking our research to the European context 
to achieve a differentiated view of intergenerational relations in ageing societies. Currently, we 
participate and take diverse responsibilities in a COST action on intergenerational family 
solidarity that includes all European member states as well as Israel (see: www.interfasol.eu).  

http://www.interfasol.eu/
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Thirdly, we will focus on developing a participative dialogue between all the partners responsible 
for the social policy decision and promoting intergenerational encounters and solidarity, which 
are essential to a changing and progressively less structured society.  
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