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The environmental implications of multigenerational living: Are larger
households also greener households?
Abstract

Multigenerational family households rarely form out of environmental concern - or an intentional desire to be
'green'. More typically, they form because of financial pressures, caring responsibi1ities or to accommodate
disruptions in extended families such as divorce or unemployment. Yet, they offer important, innate
opportunities to reduce resource consumption. On a per capita basis, household size is inversely related to
resource consumption and waste production. By housing more family members under one roof,
multigenerational family living presents unheralded opportunities to save energy, water, building materials
and land. Our ethnographic research with multigenerational family households in Wollongong, in the
Illawarra region of southeastern Australia, explored the ways in which resources are consumed and shared in
their rhythms of everyday life. These families inadvertently reduced their consumption of material resources
by sharing space and everyday objects: white goods, furniture, cooking equipment, electronics, clothing,
books, food, swimming pools and more. Although these sharing practices were not intentionally 'green', they
nonetheless obviated the need for additional purchases to be made. At the same time, these households were
sites of environmental debate and intergenerational leaming. 01der generations - while not identifying as
environmentalists - sought to instil values of thrift among their younger relatives. They wanted to pass their
inadvertent - or unintentional - sustainabilities onto their children and grandchildren. The term 'inadvertent
sustainabilities' refers to practices not conceived with sustainability in mind, but which are environmentally
beneficial nonetheless. Some younger household members, for their part, made persistent attempts to counter
their parents' and grandparents' climate change skepticism, and to promote intentionally sustainable practices
and purchases. Multigenerational family households thus provide fertile ground for the frugal (inadvertently
'green') practices and skills of older generations, and the intentional environmentalism of younger generations,
to collide and coalesce - with profound implications for everyday domestic life. Throughout this chapter, we
follow Blunt (2005) and Reid et al. (2010) in defining a household as a social unit occupying a single place or
space of residence (the dwelling). Our definition of multigenerational family households is expansive. It
includes adult children who have remained in - or returned to -the parental home (with or without their own
spouse and children), and elderly parents living with one or more adult children. Additional relatives
(whether aunts, uncles, grandparents or cousins) may be'added on' to an existing nuclear family unit. Each of
these household configurations brings together related individuals in a manner distinct from single-parent or
nuclear family living arrangements that involve one or more parents and their dependent child(ren). In so
doing, they decrease the overall number of dwellings required to house an equivalent number of people. In the
remainder of this chapter, we provide detail around the innate environmental benefits of larger households,
before positioning our study within a broad body of cultural environmental research at the household scale.
After outlining our research methods, we present empirical evidence of two types of sharing that take place in
multigenerational family households - of space and material objects and more important, of ideas, skills and
knowledge. Multigenerational family households engender opportunities to be inadvertently and deliberately
'green'. We conclude by taking our research findings to a further, speculative, step: in a climate-changing world,
these households also hold important and unexplored potential for coping with environmental calamities.
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Chapter 10
The Environmental Implications of Multigenerational Living: Are Larger
Households also Greener Households?
Natascha Klocker, Chris Gibson and Erin Borger

Introduction
Multigenerational family households rarely form out of environmental concern – or an
intentional desire to be ‘green.’ More typically, they form because of financial pressures,
caring responsibilities or to accommodate disruptions in extended families such as divorce or
unemployment (Klocker et al. 2012). Yet they offer important, innate opportunities to reduce
resource consumption. On a per capita basis, household size is inversely related to resource
consumption and waste production (Liu et al. 2003). By housing more family members under
one roof, multigenerational family living presents unheralded opportunities to save energy,
water, building materials and land. Our ethnographic research with multigenerational family
households in Wollongong, in the Illawarra region of south-eastern Australia, explored the
ways in which resources are consumed and shared in their rhythms of everyday life. These
families inadvertently reduced their consumption of material resources by sharing space and
everyday objects: white goods, furniture, cooking equipment, electronics, clothing, books,
food, swimming pools and more. While these sharing practices were not intentionally
‘green,’ they nonetheless obviated the need for additional purchases to be made.
At the same time, these households were sites of environmental debate and intergenerational
learning. Older generations – while not identifying as environmentalists – sought to instil
values of thrift amongst their younger relatives. They wanted to pass their inadvertent – or
unintentional – sustainabilities onto their children and grandchildren. The term ‘inadvertent
sustainabilities’ refers to practices not conceived with sustainability in mind, but which are

environmentally beneficial nonetheless (Krueger and Agyeman 2005; Klocker et al. 2012).
Some younger household members, for their part, made persistent attempts to counter their
parents and grandparents’ climate change scepticism, and to promote intentionally
sustainable practices and purchases. Multigenerational family households thus provide fertile
ground for the frugal (inadvertently ‘green’) practices and skills of older generations, and the
intentional environmentalisms of younger generations, to collide and coalesce – with
profound implications for everyday domestic life.
Throughout this chapter, we follow Blunt (2005) and Reid et al. (2010) in defining a
household as a social unit occupying a single place or space of residence (the dwelling). Our
definition of multigenerational family households is an expansive one. It includes adult
children who have remained in – or returned to – the parental home (with or without their
own spouse and children), and elderly parents living with one or more adult children.
Additional relatives (whether aunts, uncles, grandparents or cousins) may be ‘added on’ to an
existing nuclear family unit. Each of these household configurations brings together related
individuals in a manner distinct from single-parent or nuclear family living arrangements that
involve one or more parents and their dependent child/ren (see also Klocker et al. 2012). In so
doing, they decrease the overall number of dwellings required to house an equivalent number
of people.
In the remainder of this chapter, we first provide detail around the innate environmental
benefits of larger households, before positioning our study within a broad body of cultural
environmental research at the household scale. After outlining our research methods, we
present empirical evidence of two types of sharing that take place in multigenerational family
households – of space and material objects and importantly, of ideas, skills and knowledge.
Multigenerational family households engender opportunities to be inadvertently and
deliberately ‘green.’ We conclude by taking our research findings a further, speculative, step:
in a climate-changing world, these households also hold important and unexplored potential
for coping with environmental calamities.

The Innate Environmental Benefits of Larger Households
Taken at an aggregate level, larger households – those with more members – consume more
resources (e.g. energy, water, food); they also produce more waste. Yet, on a per capita basis
the inverse is true. Economies of scale are at work, meaning that households with more

members typically consume fewer resources – and generate less waste – per person (e.g.
Keilman 2003; Lenzen et al. 2004; Yu and Liu 2007). Individuals’ ecological footprints
decrease with increasing household size (Lenzen and Murray 2001). The multigenerational
family households in our study contained an average of 4.3 occupants, well above the
national average of 2.6 persons per household in 2011 (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2012).
A range of quantitative studies has demonstrated the significance of the above-mentioned
inversion. In a provocative paper entitled The threat of small households, Keilman (2003)
raised concern about declining household sizes, globally. Between 1970 and 2000, the
average number of occupants per household decreased from 5.5 to 4.4 people in the Majority
World (developing countries) and from 3.2 to 2.5 in the Minority World (developed
countries). This trend compounds the demand for additional resources generated by
population growth because opportunities to ‘share space, home furnishings, transportation
and energy’ are reduced (Keilman 2003: 489; see also Liu et al. 2003). The magnitude of
resource savings generated by cohabitation is not trivial. An early study conducted in the
United States (US) found that two-person households consumed 17 per cent less energy per
person than single-person households, while three-person households used one-third less
energy per capita (O’Neill and Chen 2002). Yu and Liu (2007) found that divorced
households in the US (which had fewer occupants than married households) spent 46 per cent
and 56 per cent more on electricity and water per capita. This resulted in 73 billion kilowatt
hours of additional electricity use, and 627 billion gallons of additional water use in the US in
2005 alone (Yu and Liu 2007). In Sydney, Australia, the Independent Pricing and Regulatory
Tribunal (IPART 2010) found that households with five occupants consumed 2.1 megawatt
hours of electricity per person, per year. This was less than half the amount used (per capita)
in single-person households (5.6 megawatt hours per year). Similarly, households containing
five or more people used around 54 kilolitres of water per person per annum, compared to
135 kilolitres in single-person households (IPART 2010; see also Lenzen et al. 2004). Similar
economies of scale in relation to water use were reported in Zaragoza, Spain: single-person
households consumed 0.1845 m3 (around 185 L) of water per person, per day – but fourperson households used just over half that amount (0.0999 m3 or 100 L per person, per day;
Arbués et al. 2010). And in an iconic case, in the area around the Wolong Nature Reserve
(China), Liu et al. (2001) linked shrinking household sizes to increased fuel wood
consumption, increased deforestation and thus habitat loss for giant pandas.

By reducing the aggregate number of dwellings needed, larger multigenerational family
households can also contribute to reduced demand for land and building materials. In relation
to the first, Liu et al. (2003) argued that biodiversity conservation is threatened by the dual
trend of increasing population and shrinking household sizes – which is causing the
aggregate number of households to grow rapidly. The significance of these trends is
particularly apparent in China. The Chinese population is projected to near 1.5 billion by
2030, over which time the average household size is projected to drop to 2.2 people (from 3.5
in 2000, and 4.5 in 1985; Liu and Diamond 2005). Liu and Diamond (2005) found that
declining household sizes alone would create 250 million additional households by 2030,
even if the overall population size were to remain constant.
While on a lesser scale, these trends also matter in Australia. Here, one-quarter of households
contain just one person (ABS 2012). Following current trends in living arrangements, and
aggregate population growth, the number of households in Australia is projected to grow
from 7.8 million in 2006 to 11.4 million in 2031 (ABS 2010). In Sydney, 770,000 more
homes will be added over the next 25 years (Nicholls and Moore 2011), at least half of which
are predicted to be built on greenfield sites (O’Neill and James 2014). Urban expansion
threatens peri-urban farmland (Han 2013) and biodiversity (Smith 2015). In addition to
reducing demand for space, multigenerational family households can also generate savings in
building materials, as fewer dwellings are needed. This is significant due to the sizeable
carbon emissions associated with construction. The steel, glass, concrete, wood, tiles and
bricks (among others) that go into constructing a new dwelling carry the baggage of
embodied energy consumption associated with their extraction, manufacture and
transportation. According to Berners-Lee (2010) each new two-storey, two-bedroom cottage
produces 80 tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent (CO2e) emissions due to the embodied
energy encapsulated in building materials1. Wright et al. (2009) provide a means of
visualising this – one tonne of CO2e can be imagined as 10,000 garbage bags filled with
carbon dioxide. Construction of the above-mentioned cottage thus generates the equivalent of
800,000 garbage bags. Based on these calculations, the 770,000 new homes needed in

1

Berners-Lee (2010) based this calculation on a cottage of that size in Scotland. CO2e refers to the total climate

change impact of all the greenhouse gases caused by an activity/thing (expressed in terms of the amount of
carbon dioxide that would be needed to have the same impact).

Sydney will produce 616 billion garbage bags filled with carbon dioxide through embedded
emissions alone. Efforts to mitigate the cumulative environmental impacts of these trends –
both in terms of carbon emissions and habitat loss, ought to factor in the possibility of larger
household sizes. Policymakers and planners could do more to promote the benefits of – and
support the formation of – multigenerational family households.

Cultural Environmental Research at the Household Scale
Our own study – while inspired by the evidence outlined above – did not seek to replicate a
quantitative investigation of carbon emissions in multigenerational family households.
Instead, it was informed by a growing body of cultural environmental research undertaken at
the household scale. We asked why multigenerational family households form, and for these
families, what kinds of sustainability benefits stem from practices of sharing (objects and
resources) in amongst the exigencies of everyday life. The economies of scale that operate in
these typically larger households relate to the sharing of resources, but how such sharing
occurs remains opaque in large quantitative datasets. Our research provides an opportunity to
explore sharing in actually existing larger-than-average households. Here, we consider how
multigenerational family living arrangements provide fertile ground for sharing, thus
obviating the need for additional resource consumption.
In recent years, households – particularly those in the Minority World – have become a focal
point for environmental policymaking. Policymakers expect householders – as self-regulating
and purportedly rational consumers – to take responsibility for reducing their resource
consumption and waste production (Hobson 2006; Gibson et al. 2011; Lane and GormanMurray 2011). Governments have provided funding and subsidies for home solar panels,
insulation, smart meters, rainwater tanks, energy efficient lightbulbs and shower timers; and
householders have been encouraged to reduce their waste (for instance, by recycling and
using ‘green’ shopping bags) and to take public transport. Cultural environmental research
has acknowledged the importance of households as logical sites for understanding the
consumption of resources, and as a crucial scale of social organisation for pro-environmental
behaviour (Reid et al. 2010; Gibson et al. 2013; Head et al. 2013). But such research has also
troubled the often simplistic ways in which policymakers have conceived of households.

A number of researchers have argued that environmental policies have failed to have their
desired effect at the household scale, because they have not adequately considered ‘what
happens inside the home’ (Horne et al. 2011: 89; see also Hobson 2008; Gibson et al. 2013).
Households are increasingly diverse – demographically, culturally, socioeconomically – and
everyday life within households is comprised of complex internal politics, practices, social
relations and attributes. The ways in which we consume water, energy and other resources is
shaped by the rituals, rhythms, emotions, habits and routines of everyday life (Shove 2003;
Maller 2011).
Dominant policy approaches to household sustainability have also come under scrutiny for
limiting their focus to so-called pro-environmental behaviours – explicitly and intentionally
‘green’ practices (Hobson 2006; Klocker et al. 2012). But day-to-day domestic life is
motivated by diverse sets of concerns, values, priorities, demands and pressures above and
beyond being ‘green’ (Gibson et al. 2013). This helps to explain why householders’ stated
environmental concerns do not always translate into action, widely referred to as the ‘valueaction gap’ (Kollmuss and Agyeman 2002). Cultural environmental research has shown that
environmentally beneficial actions regularly emerge without an explicit desire to be ‘green.’
Inadvertent environmentalisms arise when actions that are undertaken for other reasons (such
as saving money) generate positive environmental spin-offs. Hitchings et al. (2015) refer to
the ‘action-value opportunity’ of inadvertent environmentalisms – such as frugal heating
practices that are intended to save money, not the environment (see also Evans 2011). With
this in mind, our research on multigenerational family households was open to a diverse
range of environmentally beneficial practices, whether or not they were conceived with
sustainability in mind. We sought to explore how multigenerational family households
function on a day-to-day basis, and how their internal dynamics – the diverse assemblages of
people, spaces and things of which they are comprised – build upon (or at times constrain)
the innate environmental benefits of their living arrangements.

Methods
Our research was conducted in Wollongong, a medium-sized coastal city in Australia, located
around 60 kilometres to the south of Sydney. Two key methods were used: semi-structured
in-depth interviews with 17 participants from 10 multigenerational family households, and
home tours. Participants were initially recruited via a prior quantitative survey conducted by

researchers at the University of Wollongong’s Australian Centre for Cultural Environmental
Research (AUSCCER)2 and then via snowballing (see Klocker et al. 2012 for further detail).
Home tours are an increasingly common method used by human geographers to learn about
the rhythms of everyday life – offering deeper insights into participants’ ways of living
(Tolia-Kelly 2004). Together with semi-structured interviews, they provided insights into
how material resources and spaces in the home were used and shared. Participants showed
the interviewer around their homes to provide insights into their ways of living. Interviewees
were also asked to discuss their motivations for living in a multigenerational family
household, and about the highlights and challenges of so doing. While none of the study
participants nominated environmental concern as a reason for their living arrangement,
towards the end of interviews they were asked to consider whether they could see any
environmental benefits related to their household structure. Relevant information about the
households involved in the study is provided in Table 10.1.

Table 10.1

Description of households involved in this study

Interviewees

No. of

(namea, age)

people

Family relationships

Anticipated Housing tenure
duration

Living together
Leanne ( ̴ 40),

3

Adult daughter (Jodi) and

Jodi (30),

partner (Brooke) moved in

Brooke (23)

with Jodi’s mother (Leanne)

Nathan ( ̴ 40)

Neil ( ̴ 70), Anne

5

3

( ̴ 70)

Adult son (Nathan), his wife

Short-term

Owner-occupied
(Leanne)

Short-term

Owner-occupied

and young son, moved in

(Nathan’s

with his mother and father

parents)

Adult son moved in with

Short-term

mother and father (Anne and

Owner-occupied
(Neil and Anne)

Neil)
Alex (18)

2

3

Adult granddaughter (Alex)

Long-term

Owner-occupied

The ‘Tough times? Green times?’ survey was conducted by researchers at AUSCCER in 2009. A sample of

1,443 responses was obtained via a random postal survey.

continued living with

(Alex’s

grandparents after her own

grandparents)

mother moved out
Michael ( ̴ 20)

6

Adult son (Michael) moved

Short-term

Owner-occupied

in with mother and father,

(Michael’s

plus his adult sister, her

parents)

husband and her young child
Living together but apart
Gail ( ̴ 70),

4

Gabrielle ( ̴ 30)

Grandmother (Gail) moved in

Long-term

Owner-occupied

with adult daughter

(Gabrielle and

(Gabrielle), son-in-law and

husband)

granddaughter
Wendy ( ̴ 40),

3

Wes ( ̴40)
Pauline ( ̴ 50),

5

Melissa (23)

Mother moved in with adult

Long-term

Owner-occupied

daughter (Wendy) and son-

(Wendy and

in-law (Wes)

Wes)

Adult daughter (Melissa)

Long-term

Renting

Long-term

Owner-occupied

with young child moved in
with mother (Pauline) and
two adult sisters

Marion ( ̴ 60)

6

Adult daughter, her husband
and two young children

(Marion and

moved in with mother

husband)

(Marion) and father
Theresa (23),
Marissa (20)

5

Two adult daughters (Theresa
and Marissa) living with

Long-term

Owner-occupied
(grandparents)

mother and grandparents
a

Pseudonyms have been adopted where requested. Table adapted from Klocker et al. (2012).

Our interviewees were primarily female (13 of 17), but offered a multigenerational
perspective, being aged between 18 and 70 years. Our sample did not aim to be representative
of Australia’s socioeconomic and cultural diversity, but instead sought to provide insights
into the nuances of everyday life in multigenerational family households in ways that could
shed further light on the environmental implications of these living arrangements. Some of
the families involved in our study were low-income and others comfortably middle-income;

five had migrant (Italian or Filipino) backgrounds. All but one of the dwellings was owneroccupied. The households involved in the study varied in size, from three to six occupants
(with an average of 4.3). All exceeded the national average of 2.6 persons per household
(ABS 2012).
The 10 multigenerational family households broadly fell into two (partially overlapping)
categories: elderly parents who could not (or did not want to) live alone and therefore moved
in with their adult children; and parents of young children who struggled to balance paid
work and caring responsibilities. The latter typically moved in with their own parents to ‘get
back on their feet’ financially or emotionally following marriage breakdown, a period of
study or overseas travel, and/or due to the pressures of single-parenting. In both scenarios,
family members made an intentional decision to live together. Bringing family members
together under one roof provided invaluable support and opportunities to care for one another
without needing to jump in the car.
Two different modes of multigenerational living were associated with these two categories.
When an adult child moved in with his or her parents, the living arrangement was generally
intended to be short in duration. These multigenerational families tended to live in standard
dwellings, where they shared communal living spaces and activities. In Klocker et al. (2012),
and in Table 10.1, we have referred to these families as ‘living together.’ When elderly
parents moved in with their adult children, the multigenerational living arrangement was
generally understood as a longer-term scenario. Under such circumstances, multigenerational
living was made manageable by dividing the dwelling into separate living spaces. This mode
of living was influenced by a culturally driven predilection for privacy and independence
afforded by space. These families ostensibly lived under one roof, but they occupied selfcontained areas and were able to live relatively independently. We have referred to them as
‘living together but apart.’ Five of the participating households fell into each mode.

Inadvertent Environmentalisms: Sharing Space, Sharing Stuff
On the surface, those families that we classified as ‘living together’ might be expected to be
more sustainable – because they shared household spaces to a greater extent, especially
kitchens and living rooms (bathrooms and bedrooms were rarely shared across family units,
irrespective of the mode of living adopted). However, as explained below, sharing was a
common feature of everyday life in both household types. Importantly, the separation of

spaces in households that were ‘living together but apart’ made multigenerational living
palatable as a longer-term arrangement, because it allowed the household members involved
to fulfil a culturally-ingrained need for privacy and independence. This way of living may
have (in some respects) reduced the environmental gains of multigenerational family living –
but by making it durable, the gains that were realised would extend over many more years.
Households that were ‘living together’ typically shopped and cooked communally – and thus
saved on transport costs and fuel consumption, as well as the energy used by cooking
(Berners-Lee 2011). Shared living spaces also raise the attendant benefit of reducing
electricity use – for instance, by lighting and heating/cooling one living room instead of two.
That being said, some family members who had separate living spaces made an effort to
share heating and cooling anyway. Gabrielle noted that her mother (Gail’s) separate living
space did not get heated during the day because, ‘Mum can come up here if it’s a particularly
cold day, and in summer if it’s one of those really boiling hot days then Mum sits up here
with us with the aircon on.’ While household spaces (and attendant activities) were typically
shared to a greater extent in households that were ‘living together,’ material objects – the
stuff of everyday life – were shared abundantly in both household types. Sandwich toasters,
pasta cookers, spices and sauces, pyrex dishes, books, DVDs, furniture, clothing, vacuum
cleaners, washing machines and clothes dryers were all widely shared.
Leanne noted that she purchased clothes less regularly, after her adult daughter Jodi moved
in: ‘I’ll come and try Jodi’s on and then I’ll go back to the shop if I can’t find anything.’ The
women living in Pauline’s household also regularly shared clothing: ‘Melissa and I would
often share clothes. Megan and Patricia [sisters] share. So it does the rounds… The girls can’t
see the point in buying something that they will only wear once or twice.’ Leftover food was
also passed within and across both household types, thus reducing food waste. Gardens and
swimming pools (where present) were shared irrespective of the mode of living adopted –
thus reducing water use, a particularly important outcome given recurrent water shortages in
south-eastern Australia (Askew and McGuirk 2004). All of these seemingly minor and trivial
acts of sharing contribute to a cumulative reduction in material consumption. While sharing
also occurs amongst family members who live in separate dwellings – the ease of sharing in
multigenerational family households is enhanced by proximity (being able to run upstairs or
downstairs just before dinner to grab a bottle of soy sauce; or a dress before heading out for
the night). Household members in these settings are able to share stuff, without needing to get
in the car (and use fuel) to do so.

Amidst all of this sharing, it is worth noting that cars, televisions and computers were rarely
shared – irrespective of the mode of living adopted. The cultural value placed on
independence and freedom (of viewing choices and movement), made replication of these
items non-negotiable. As noted by Michael in relation to television and computer use: ‘I think
that it is a crucial thing when it comes to your personal space, is having that thing you can
watch where you can switch your mind off from everything that’s happening.’ Importantly,
while our households owned multiple cars, multigenerational living meant that they had to
drive them less – they no longer needed to travel by car to care for or visit family members
who were under the same roof. Wendy cared for her elderly mother and noted: ‘before we
moved in together…I spent a big chunk of time driving up and down…that doesn’t happen
now.’ When it was convenient, family members also shared trips – as noted by Gabrielle: ‘If
Mum was in a house on her own, she would quite often take her car to go to the
beach…whereas we go together now.’ Theresa and Marissa reported combining their own
grocery shopping trips with those of their grandparents.
Several study participants initially appeared to be taken by surprise when asked whether
multigenerational family living offered opportunities to be more environmentally sustainable
– they had not given this possibility prior thought. However, they were quite quickly able to
identify important gains made through this living arrangement. Nathan (whose own
multigenerational family household was recently disbanded) commented:
[W]e are using more energy in separate houses than when we were in one house…If
we were still living at my parents’ house, that’s one less T.V., that’s one less light
that’s on, that’s one less heater that’s on, because we’d be sharing theirs.
For Wendy, fuel savings were ‘probably the biggest thing,’ while Gabrielle was able to
identify a whole host of ways in which multigenerational family living reduces consumption:
Just because there’s not a whole other house operating…if you’re running your own
whole house, it’s a lot less sustainable than living in part of someone else’s house.
And we’ll quite often do stuff together [saving fuel]…Even your garden, if you were
looking after your own garden you would be watering that…we just have the one
garden…[also] the heating and electricity and the lights. You’ve got to do your
washing…you would be doing half loads…it just seems intuitive.

In the following section, we consider how sets of knowledge, skills and values can also be
shared across generations in multigenerational family households, in ways that may generate
environmentally-beneficial outcomes.

Multigenerational Households: Sharing Ideas, Skills and Knowledge
Generations ‘represent a distinct, temporally located cultural field’ characterised by taste,
values and dispositions shaped by popular culture, social norms and the socioeconomic and
political circumstances of individuals’ formative years (Jones et al. 2009: 101; see also
Vanderbeck 2007; Stanes et al. 2015). Individuals who were born within the same broad time
period often share important experiences ‘in their maturation and socialisation’ (Büttner and
Grübler 1995: 116). The Silent Generation (aged around 65 or older, at the time of writing)
grew up during the Great Depression, and also the rationing of World War II. They are
widely identified as a thrifty and frugal generation (Stanes et al. 2015). Amongst our
householders, Nathan spent a great deal of time discussing his father’s thrifty nature:
Because they’re on a fixed income, they’re pensioners and so they can’t get
everything they want. That’s partly why he is so thrifty, then again he’s always been
thrifty…he comes from a family of nine brothers and sisters and his mother never
worked so his father worked at the Steelworks…When he was growing up, when it
came to bath time…they would say, you would have a bath in the Sydney Morning
Herald [newspaper]. You know, the Sydney Morning Herald is large, and the time it
took for the Sydney Morning Herald to burn was how long the hot water lasted, and
the bathtub was heated underneath. They all shared the same water. He left school at
15, because his family didn’t have the money to send him on.
Nathan acknowledged his parents’ frugality as a form of environmentalism:
Probably what motivates them more for shorter showers is the cost. Although they are
probably old school environmental actually. Having long showers is a waste of water
so they wouldn’t be doing it purely out of being environmentally friendly, but they
would be doing it because they don’t like waste [emphasis added].
At the opposite end of the generational spectrum, Generation Y (aged around 18 to early 30s
at the time of writing) has been typecast as a consumer generation. Despite evidence that
young adults are environmentally-informed and concerned, they have been widely criticised

for extravagance and throw-away consumerism, with attendant implications for resource
consumption (Bentley et al. 2004; Autio et al. 2009; Percy-Smith and Burns 2013). While
these stark generational stereotypes demand scrutiny (Stanes et al. 2015), the presence of
multiple generations under one roof provides important opportunities for intergenerational
learning (c.f. Strengers and Maller 2012). This was certainly evident in the households that
participated in our study. On the one hand, older generations sought to instil their
inadvertently ‘green’ behaviours upon younger generations, by being critical of waste and
excess consumption. On the other hand, some younger household members actively sought to
convince their co-habiting older relatives of their environmental values and knowledge.
Either way, multigenerational family households provided fertile ground for the exchange of
diverse sets of knowledge, values and skills. ‘Green’ domestic practices can be fostered via
intergenerational effort and flows of encouragement: different generations bring ‘diverse
environmental skills to the table’ (Stanes and Klocker 2016).
Evidence of parents and grandparents exerting influence over their children and
grandchildren’s consumption practices was abundant in the households involved in our study.
In all cases, interviewees asserted that such efforts were motivated more by thrift and
financial imperatives than environmental concern. Gabrielle, who described herself as fairly
frugal, felt further compelled to avoid unnecessary purchases with her mother living in the
same house:
I think, through my whole life it’s been Mum’s influence because we’ve always
shopped at op shops… I always have trouble telling people when I’ve bought
something new. I always feel like I shouldn’t have bought something new
[laughter]…I would have felt that…coming home to Frank [husband] and saying that
I bought something new, I say ‘but it was on sale, I’ve needed it for a long time’
[laughter]. But quite possibly more with Mum here…
Nathan’s wife was sensitive to his parents’ criticisms when purchasing expensive, out-ofseason fruit or vegetables: ‘he’ll [Nathan’s father] question her on why she bought it and
would say “oh you shouldn’t have done that. That’s too expensive.”’ Marissa and Theresa
were pressured by their grandmother to avoid throwing out leftover food, and Gabrielle was
more careful to avoid food waste with her mother (Gail) in the house:
Gail: If they’ve got pasta leftover, I just say, ‘Don’t throw the pasta out I’ll eat it.’

Gabrielle: And that paid off because Frank [husband] was going to chuck out pasta
two nights ago and I said, ‘No mum wants us to keep it.’ And he’s got it for lunch
today [laughter].
Leanne dissuaded her daughter Jodi, and Jodi’s partner Brooke, from using the air
conditioner unless it was absolutely necessary:
[T]here were a few days that…you’d [Jodi and Brooke] come home and it’d be like,
‘How come you don’t have the air conditioning on?’, and I was like, ‘well it’s not
really necessary.’ You know, with like the windows open and stuff like that. And plus
we’ve got the overhead fans so that makes a bit of a difference sometimes.
Lights were a regular point of contention, with older generations typically enforcing more
careful standards. Brooke commented: ‘Leanne sometimes follows me around the house
turning off all the lights,’ and Marion ‘nagged’ her grandchildren to do the same:
The things that we mainly talk about are things like turning out the lights…younger
people seem to think, turn on a light in a room and then walk out of the room and
leave it on. Whereas when I grew up, you turned the light off.
By living in the same dwelling as her grandchildren, Marion felt that ‘we’ve got a lot of
influence over the things that they do and the way that they think…They do get nagged a bit.’
Wendy’s mother exerted a similar influence:
Wendy: When we go downstairs, Mum is like, ‘Turn that light off.’
Wes [Wendy’s husband]: Yeah and, ‘Can you turn the front porch light off?’
Wendy: Yeah, and ‘Go turn that light off’. If I leave a light on she’ll say something, so
she’s always been aware of that, but I think that would be more from a financial
perspective, because she was a single mum for a long time. But it has the spin-off of
being environmental as well.
Wendy also noted that her mother would be annoyed if they used the clothes dryer: ‘Mum
likes to hang things out on the line, just from a money perspective, not using electricity.’
Opportunities for the intergenerational transfer of skills were also apparent, as in Brooke and
Leanne’s conversation about a vegetable garden:
Leanne: I’ve often thought about putting a vegie patch…but it’s a lot of hard
work…the old knees are not as good as they used to be, you know with bending
over…I’ve done it before so I could do it again.

Brooke: Yeah that’s the difference, I wouldn’t know how to start a vegie patch.
Leanne: I could show you…
Brooke: Yeah definitely…I work at Bunnings [home depot store] so we could go get
all the stuff from there…I’m always curious to how they get things to grow at different
times of the year…but I’ve never gone out and read about it to grow my own one
[vegie garden].
Previous studies have also identified the potential for children and young people to transfer
environmental values and knowledge within the home – to act as ‘Trojan horses’ for more
environmentally sustainable lifestyles (Collins and Hitchings 2012: 195; see also Ballantyne
et al. 2006; Larsson et al. 2010). Hadfield-Hill (2013: 356) noted that young people, armed
with environmental knowledge, ‘are in the ideal position to extend the environmental agenda
beyond the confines of the classroom, to homes and the wider community.’ Yet there was
limited evidence of upwards knowledge-transfer amongst our multigenerational family
households. In Nathan’s instance, this was because he and his wife did not feel comfortable
criticising his parents. He and his wife discussed the folly of his parents’ decision to use two
old and inefficient fridges, but did not pass on this knowledge:
Nathan: The fridge…is close to thirty years old…the freezer is in the garage, and
they’ve also got a bar fridge for the drinks. My wife thought it was silly because they
were using up all that electricity when you could just buy a big one...
Interviewer: Did she ever say anything or question that when you were living there?
Nathan: No…although their electricity bill could probably be halved…If they said,
‘What do you think?’, she would probably tell them that having one fridge would be
better, but she would never offer her opinion unsolicited…It’s just a matter of respect
for somebody. She wouldn’t walk into a room and say, ‘No you’ve got too many
fridges, get rid of them’…I don’t do it either. If my parents were complaining about
their electricity bill, I would say, ‘Well you know you’ve got a fridge here, do you
really need it, because it is just Dad’s beers, you don’t need 20 bottles of cold beer all
at once, you only need one cold beer…’
Michael was the most obvious example of a ‘Trojan horse’ amongst our sample of
interviewees. He reported trying (mostly unsuccessfully) to convince his parents of
anthropogenic climate change. He also tried to encourage them to replace their lawn with a
food garden, to purchase furniture from op shops, and to install an ‘environmental toilet.’

It’s hard to teach an old dog new tricks. It takes persistence, I had a massive
argument with my dad the other day about climate change and whether it was
happening or not, and so I brought all this information that I had from the
University…he’s refusing to read little articles that I bring back…So I’m going to
keep leaving things around. I think it’s important because there is a lot of information
out there that he needs to know. He’s very environmentally conscious, he knows to
recycle…and cut down water use. He’s installing solar panels, but he thinks that this
climate change thing is a natural occurrence… I think he needs to know [about
anthropogenic climate change], and it’s my little goal to convert him across to this...It
will take time.
Michael also took his parents to visit an environmentally sustainable house in Port Kembla,
south of Wollongong:
[M]y mum loved it, being from a Filipino background where they grew everything,
like this whole backyard was overgrown with fruit and vegetables…These people are
awesome and there is another one in Unanderra, similar size to my parents’
backyard, with fruit in one section and vegies in another section…one of the guys that
takes you around there, picked up some grass off the ground and said, ‘Can you eat
this? Why have grass then?’ Grass is like this manicured little thing, so instead of
having grass that you have to cut every fortnight you could just plant vegies and trees
and these are things you can reuse and eat. And my dad has actually really
considered it, because he understands that cutting the grass is an absolute mission
and having little dirt paths that go around fruit trees and vegie gardens in the
backyard, like a maze of stuff, is just a more wonderful thing than having manicured
grass (emphasis added).
Michael conceded that he had not yet won such battles: ‘There’s a lot more education that
needs to go through my parents,’ but he was admirably persistent.

Multigenerational Family Households: Mitigating Environmental Harm, Coping with
Environmental Calamity
In this chapter, we have drawn attention to multigenerational family households as sites with
the potential to foster a range of environmental benefits: innate, inadvertent and intentional.
These larger-than-average households reduce per capita resource consumption through

economies of scale, and through reduced demand for new dwellings and land for
development. Multigenerational family households can achieve such sustainability gains
without even trying to be ‘green.’ Our own research has added insights on the types of
sharing (of space, stuff and knowledge) that occur in the everyday lives of multigenerational
family households. The households involved in our study enacted a range of
environmentally-beneficial practices – oftentimes inadvertently, through decisions,
behaviours and values which they made based on caring and/or financial imperatives.
Multigenerational

family

living

undoubtedly

provides

opportunities

to

mitigate

environmental harm – to reduce resource consumption and waste. As shown throughout this
chapter,

such

living

arrangements

also

foster

intergenerational

learning

around

environmentally beneficial practices.
Such insights are critical to attempts to rethink housing, the fabric of urban living, and the
shifting nature of families (Klocker and Gibson 2013). In closing, though, we want to also
suggest that multigenerational family living provides more than sheer quantitative reductions
in resource use and carbon footprints (something that requires further, ongoing monitoring
and research). Qualitatively, multigenerational living contributes to everyday resilience, to
capacities to care for relatives as they age, and to the strengthening of intergenerational
knowledge exchanges. In short, it enables families to pool resources and to cope with
disruption. In this regard, multigenerational family households also provide an underexplored resource for responding to the kinds of environmental extremity and more frequent
disasters that climate scientists now predict as inevitable (Solomon et al. 2009).
Climate change projections for the Illawarra region, where our study took place, anticipate
that all temperature variables (average, maximum and minimum temperatures) will increase
in the near future (2020–2039) (Office of Environment and Heritage 2014). Studies of
heatwave mortality in Europe and the US have shown that people who live alone, and are
socially isolated, are at greater risk of death – with particular attention being drawn to the
elderly (Klinenberg 2002; Naughton et al. 2002). Kovats and Ebi (2006) noted the risk of
people who live alone dying during a heatwave – before their health status comes to the
attention of others. The care within family networks enabled by proximity in
multigenerational family households will likely prove useful as societies adjust to a climatechanging world. Further, it is now clear that transformational adaptation – including in the
domestic sphere – will be necessary under potentially four degrees of warming (Stafford
Smith et al. 2011). As Gibson et al. (2015: 416) have argued, the ‘resources for survival are

ultimately social and therefore compel greater scrutiny of…household life.’ Household
sustainability practices (including the inadvertent ones) may need to be rethought as survival
skills (Gibson et al. 2015). The frugality of Nathan’s father, Leanne’s food growing skills,
and Michael’s steady efforts to encourage his family to live differently, may have
implications beyond identifiable reductions in resource use and carbon footprints. By pooling
family members’ financial resources, by bringing diverse sets of skills and knowledge under
one roof, and by ensuring that vulnerable family members – such as the elderly and young –
are cared for, multigenerational family households may yet prove an important adaptive
resource.
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