CHAPTER 3

Childhood, Climate Change and
Immobility: A Theoretical Review

Burge Orhan!

1. Introduction: Childhood in the Context of Climate Change

Climate change has long been understood not only as an environmental
problem but also as a structural process that transforms the fundamental ways
in which social life is organized. One of the most visible consequences of this
transformation emerges around questions of where people are able to live, under
what conditions they can move, or under what circumstances they are forced
to stay. As climate-related risks intensify, certain regions become increasingly
uninhabitable, bringing human mobility to the fore as a necessary outcome.
At the same time, climate change profoundly reshapes the social, spatial,
and institutional conditions that shape childhood experiences. Increasing
environmental risks affect children’s health, education, and everyday life
practices, while simultaneously undermining the stability of the places in which
childhood is lived. In this context, childhood should be understood not merely
as a passive life stage exposed to the impacts of climate change, but as a distinct
social position reconfigured by changing environmental conditions.

Climate change is commonly identified as the most serious global public health
challenge of the twenty-first century (Costello et al., 2009). By undermining
essential conditions for health—such as access to safe water, breathable air, and
sufficient nutrition—it exacerbates the social, economic, and environmental
determinants that shape patterns of disease and early death across populations.
Despite its wide-ranging effects, children and young people experience a
disproportionate share of climate-related harm. According to estimates by
the World Health Organization, over 80% of illnesses, injuries, and deaths
associated with climate change are expected to affect children and adolescents.
This disproportionate impact reflects children’s developing physiological
systems, their more intensive and direct exposure to environmental conditions,
their reliance on adult caregivers, and the accumulation of vulnerabilities and
risks throughout the life course (Sanson et al., 2018).
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The consequences of climate change for children can unfold through both
direct and indirect pathways and may emerge either immediately or over time.?
A substantial body of research documents its effects on children’s physical
health, including mortality and injury, heat-related morbidity, exposure to
toxic substances, and increased incidence of infectious, gastrointestinal, and
parasitic diseases associated with rising temperatures (Shefheld & Landrigan,
2011), as well as undernutrition (U.S. Global Change Research Program
[USGCRP], 2016). These outcomes stem from sudden climatic events, such
as floods and wildfires, as well as from slower, cumulative processes, including
prolonged drought and sea-level rise, many of which carry long-term or lifelong
implications (Garcia & Sheehan, 2016). While the mental and psychological
dimensions of climate impacts have received comparatively less scholarly
attention, research on climate-related disasters indicates that these effects can be
profound and enduring (Burke et al., 2018; Clayton et al., 2017). Beyond these
direct harms, children are also affected by secondary consequences of climate
change, including food scarcity, social conflict, economic instability, and forced
displacement (Akresh, 2016). For younger children in particular, dependence
on adult caregivers can translate climate-related stressors into adverse health
and psychosocial outcomes through their effects on parental mental health,
family relationships, and household economic security (Clayton et al., 2017).
One documented illustration of such indirect impacts is the rise in domestic
violence observed after climate-related disasters, including hurricanes (e.g., Yun
et al., 2010). Furthermore, children’s access to education is often disrupted
when extreme weather damages school infrastructure or when climate-induced
economic hardship prevents families from maintaining school attendance ; these
disruptions tend to affect girls most severely, given the lower social valuation of
girls’ education in many regions (Gibbons, 2014).

While these findings provide an important framework for understanding
the impacts of climate change on children, approaches that primarily focus
on health risks and vulnerability remain analytically limited. Such perspectives
often position children as passive subjects exposed to the consequences of climate
change, relegating children’s social positions and their ways of making sense of
everyday life to a secondary level. By contrast, recent developments in childhood
studies seek to understand children through their experiences and everyday life
events, emphasizing children’s active participation in social life (Kurt, 2022).
James and Prout (2015) argue that children have historically been neglected
within sociology and are therefore among the pioneers of the new sociology

> In this study, the concept of “child” is used to refer to individuals under the age of 18, as defined in
the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (United Nations, 1989). However, it is also
acknowledged that the experience of childhood may vary across social, cultural, and contextual settings.
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of childhood, highlighting key features that allow for a more comprehensive
understanding of this paradigm. From this perspective, childhood is not a natural
or universal condition defined by biological immaturity; rather, it emerges as a
structural and cultural component of societies. Childhood constitutes a variable
of social analysis and can never be fully separated from other variables such as
class, gender, or ethnicity. Children are worthy of study in their own right and
should be seen as active participants in the construction and shaping of their
own social lives, as well as the lives of those around them and the societies in
which they live (James & Prout, 2015).

Accordingly, child-centered approaches that have gained prominence in
recent childhood research emphasize that children are not merely affected by
processes of migration, displacement, and environmental change, but are also
social actors who ascribe meaning to these processes and develop strategies to
cope with them. Understanding children’s experiences in the context of climate
change therefore requires moving beyond narratives of health and vulnerability
to consider how children experience climate change, migration, and processes of
mobility and immobility, and how they are positioned within these processes.’?

Considering these discussions, the aim of this theoretical review is to draw
attention to the gap between approaches that frame children as passive subjects
exposed to the consequences of climate change and child-centered perspectives
that conceptualize children as active actors within social processes. It is precisely
at this juncture that the need for a theoretical framework that brings together
the literatures on climate change, childhood, and migration becomes evident. In
line with this objective, the chapter is structured as follows. The second section
discusses migration and mobility processes emerging in relation to climate

> Empirical studies conducted at the global scale demonstrate that the impacts of climate change on children
manifest in multilayered ways across different geographies. For example, in Bangladesh, rising sea levels,
salinization, and increasingly frequent flooding have been associated with child malnutrition, limited
access to clean water, and disruptions in education (UNICEEF, 2015; World Health Organization, 2021).
Similarly, in East African countries such as Ethiopia and Kenya, drought and declines in agricultural
production reduce household incomes, leading to increases in child labor, early marriage, and school
dropout rates (World Bank, 2018; UNICEE 2021). In the Southeast Asian context, studies show that
in the Philippines, typhoons and extreme weather events result in trauma, anxiety disorders, and long-
term psychosocial effects among children; likewise, in Vietnam, floods and storms disrupt the continuity
of children’s education (World Health Organization, 2021; UNICEE 2021). In the Global North, in
countries such as the United States and Australia, increasing wildfires, air pollution, and extreme heat
negatively affect children’s respiratory health, cognitive development, and overall well-being (USGCRP,
2016; World Health Organization, 2021). Moreover, evidence from Europe regarding the impacts of
heatwaves on child mortality and disease risks further supports this trend (European Environment Agency,
2020). Taken together, these examples demonstrate that the impacts of climate change on children are not
limited to physical health; they also produce multidimensional consequences for education, psychosocial
development, family structures, and living conditions. Therefore, children’s positions in the face of climate
change should be understood not only within a framework of vulnerability, but also as a complex social
process that must be analyzed in relation to structural inequalities and access to resources.
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change and examines where children are positioned within these migration
and mobility studies, highlighting their relative invisibility. The third section
introduces a theoretical discussion of immobility, a concept long neglected
in migration studies, and explores its analytical relevance for understanding
children’s experiences of staying and being unable to move in the context
of climate change. The fourth section brings together mobility justice and
environmental justice approaches to assess children’s (im)mobility experiences
through the lenses of inequality and justice. The final section summarizes the
theoretical contributions of the chapter and discusses their implications for
research on childhood, climate change, and migration.

2. Children’s Invisibility in Climate Migration and Mobility
Literature

To better understand children’s position in the context of climate change,
these processes must be addressed not only within a framework of vulnerability
and risk, but also through the dynamics of mobility and staying.

When climate change is considered, one of the first issues that comes to
mind is climate migration and mobility. However, scenarios of mass migration
triggered by climate change have largely lost their validity. Since the early 2010s,
this discourse has been extensively criticized (see Bettini, 2013; Piguet et al.,
2018; Wiegel et al., 2019), and the majority of migration research no longer
expects a linear, mass, and world-transforming human movement under climate
change. An increasing number of studies show the opposite: the relationships
between climate change and human migration are often indirect, small-scale,
and shaped in context-specific ways by a range of other socio-economic and
political factors. The ways in which people move under changing climatic
conditions are diverse and typically consist of relatively local forms of mobility;
moreover, it is now widely acknowledged that climate mobility studies should
not be treated as a separate field of migration research, but rather as an integral
part of broader migration and mobility studies. This allows climate mobility
research to engage with a broader set of questions concerning space, movement,
and their politics, which are necessary for understanding both mobility and
immobility (Boas et al., 2022).

However, treating climate mobility as part of the broader migration and
mobility literature also requires rethinking certain dominant assumptions within
this literature. Although both migration studies and the literature on climate
migration and mobility contain various shortcomings and points of debate, the
aim of this study is to discuss children within the context of climate change and
mobility; therefore, the central issue is the position of children. The fact that
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migration and mobility decisions are often conceptualized through adult actors
leads to children’s positions in these processes being analytically backgrounded.
An increasing number of scholars have begun to question the adult-centered
approach in migration studies and to emphasize the roles and experiences of
children across a wide range of migration processes and conditions. Fass (2005)
situates the debate within a historical context by arguing that child migration
is not a new phenomenon and by referring to the role of child labor in mass
migrations during the colonial period. Contemporary research highlights the
active participation of children and young people in both their own and their
families’ migration processes (e.g., Bhabha, 2008; Bushin, 2009; de Block &
Buckingham, 2007; Hess & Shandy, 2008; Hopkins & Hill, 2008; Orellana et
al., 2001; Van Blerk & Ansell, 2006).

For instance, Bhabha (2008) and Orellana et al. (2001) focus on children’s
claims to rights and everyday negotiation practices in migration processes,
while Bushin (2009) and Hopkins and Hill (2008) examine subjective mobility
experiences through young people’s spatial experiences and senses of belonging.
Similarly, de Block and Buckingham (2007) and Hess and Shandy (2008) draw
attention to the dimensions of media, representation, and cultural production,
demonstrating that children’s migration experiences are not limited to physical
mobility. Despite these differences, a common point across these studies is
that children are not merely passive actors subject to family decisions; rather,
they actively participate in migration processes and negotiate them at different
levels. However, while much of this literature foregrounds children’s agency, it
engages more limitedly with the structural conditions under which this agency
is constrained. In addition, analyses concerning situations in which children are
unable to move or are compelled to stay remain relatively underdeveloped. It is
also increasingly recognized that the socio-cultural negotiations and migration
experiences of children and young people are worthy of study, a trend reflected
in the rapidly growing body of research across diverse contexts. Some of these
studies (e.g., White et al., 2011) focus in depth on children’s experiences
through ethnographic and child-centered methods, while others develop more
conceptual and policy-oriented frameworks. This literature also reveals an
increasing need among policymakers and practitioners for more comprehensive
knowledge on child migration (see Crawley, 2010; Hernandez, 2009; UNICEF,
2021). In particular, Crawley (2010) draws attention to institutional gaps in
the governance of child migration, while (United Nations Children’s Fund
[UNICEF], reports emphasize policy frameworks aimed at child protection.
This demonstrates that the literature produces both critical analyses and policy-
oriented normative approaches.
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Recent developments in childhood studies emphasize the importance of
adopting child-centered perspectives and allowing children’s own voices to be
heard in the research process. This involves a shift from conducting research
“on children” to conducting research “with children,” contributing to a new
body of findings that reveal how children exercise their agency and adapt to the
specific conditions of their lives (e.g., Hutchby & Moran-Ellis, 1998; James
& Prout, 2015). This is particularly important for migrant children whose
lives may involve disruption, displacement, and/or change. As a result, there
is a growing body of research that highlights the autonomy and subjectivity
of migrant children, thereby challenging the adult-centeredness of migration
studies (Dobson, 2009) and questioning dominant views that portray migrant
children as vulnerable, dependent, and powerless (Fass, 2005; Knérr, 2005).
Drawing on developments in the new social studies of childhood, the articles
emphasize the insights that can be gained by creating space for the voices of
migrant children and young people. This may involve the more explicit use of
methodological approaches such as ethnographic observation, interviews with
young people, and child-centered participatory research methods. The child-and
youth-centered approaches adopted in these studies reveal how children and
young people subjectively experience migration and negotiate autonomy within
migration processes (White et al., 2011).

In contrast, it cannot be said that the transformation in childhood studies
and migration research—centered on children’s subjectivity and agency—has
been reflected to the same extent in the literature on climate migration and
climate mobility. Discussions of migration and displacement in the context of
climate change still tend to treat children as passive components of family-based
decisions. The positioning of children in the climate change and migration
literature remains largely confined to specific thematic frameworks. A significant
portion of these studies addresses children within the context of the health
impacts of climate change, focusing on areas such as nutrition, diseases,
psychological well-being, and developmental risks. While this approach is
important for making children’s exposure to the climate crisis visible, it often
addresses children’s positions within climate migration and mobility processes
only indirectly and at a secondary level.

Secondly, some climate migration studies that center children are shaped
around life-course-oriented models. These models aim to understand the effects
of migration experiences that begin in childhood and how these experiences
continue throughout the life course (Dobson, 2009; White et al., 2011). While
this approach makes an important contribution by highlighting the long-term
consequences of migration experiences in childhood, children are still often
treated primarily as the starting point of a movement that has already occurred,
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with the mobility process itself placed at the center. Thus, while these studies
make children’s experiences as migrating actors visible, they pay comparatively
less attention to situations involving staying in place, being unable to move, or
remaining immobile in the face of environmental risks.

Therefore, the existing literature aiming to understand children’s migration
experiences in the context of climate change is largely based either on a health-
centered vulnerability framework or on life-course-oriented migration models.
However, under conditions of increasing environmental risks, children must be
considered not only as migrating actors but also as some of the most significant
actors who stay or are unable to move. This limitation points to an important
theoretical gap for approaches that aim to examine children’s experiences of
immobility in the context of climate change.

The main approaches in this literature and their limitations are summarized
in the table below:

Table 1.
Positioning of Children Across Climate, Migration and Childhood Literatures
. . Position of Analytical

Literature Main Focus Children Limitation
Climate change Risk, vulnerability, Passive recipients Agency and social
& health health outcomes of harm position neglected
Migration & Mov.ement, d§§1510n— Dependent on Adult-centric

s . making, mobility . L frameworks
mobility studies family decisions )

patterns dominate
Childhood Agency, participation, Active social Mobility/immobility
studies everyday life actors largely absent
s Active yet

“This Study (Im)mobility under seructurally Integrates agency

climate change with structural limits

constrained actors

This theoretical gap necessitates analyzing children not only as migrating
actors, but also as those who stay and are unable to move.

3. Immobility and Childhood

In migration studies, mobility has long been treated as the primary analytical
focus, while staying has often been assumed to be a natural condition that does not
require explanation. This approach has positioned non-migrants either as “those
who choose not to migrate” or as “those who have not yet migrated,” thereby
leaving the concept of immobility in a theoretically secondary position (Carling,
2002; Schewel, 2020). However, in recent years, an increasing number of studies
in the migration literature have emphasized that staying is, at least as much as
migration, a socially, economically, and politically produced condition. Within
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this framework, immobility is understood not as the absence of movement, but
as a specific social position shaped under structural conditions. This discussion
has developed alongside critiques of the “mobility bias” dominant in migration
studies. While this transformation makes visible the limitations of approaches
that center mobility, it also demonstrates that staying is a phenomenon that
requires explanation.

In this context, non-migration is no longer conceptualized as an exceptional
situation, but rather as a social position determined by mobility capacity, access
to resources, and structural inequalities. This orientation has paved the way
for approaches in the literature that increasingly conceptualize immobility
not as the absence of movement, but as a process produced under specific
conditions. This perspective, which treats mobility and migration as the norm
and immobility as the exception, while focusing on who can move and under
what conditions, carries the risk of rendering invisible the position of those
who cannot move. Taking immobility as a central analytical category makes it
possible to conceptualize migration not only as an actual movement, but also
as an unequal process related to access to capacity, resources, and opportunities

(Schewel, 2020; Carling & Schewel, 2018).

At this point, the concept of “immobility” comes into play. This
conceptualization, introduced by Carling (2002), defines the situation of
individuals who, despite having the desire to migrate, are unable to move due
to economic, political, or institutional barriers. Thus, involuntary immobility is
reframed not as the outcome of individual choices, but as a condition produced
by structural constraints (Carling, 2002; Schewel, 2020; de Haas, 2021). This
approach provides a strong theoretical basis, particularly for understanding
populations that stay despite increasing migration pressures in the context of
climate change (Black et al., 2011; Boas et al., 2022). Climate migration or
mobility research has traditionally focused on the effects of climate change on
various forms of human mobility; however, moving beyond this dominant focus
on mobility, an influential study conducted in 2011 by the United Kingdom
Government Office for Science (Foresight, 2011) identified people who are
unable to migrate or who experience immobility in the face of environmental
change as a previously overlooked category requiring scientific and policy
attention (Ayeb-Karlsson et al., 2018). Referred to as “trapped populations” or
those who remain involuntarily immobile (Carling, 2002), these groups have
been identified by researchers as particularly vulnerable populations lacking the

ability to migrate away from adverse environmental conditions, despite having
the desire and need to do so (Black & Collyer, 2014; Zickgraf, 2018).
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It has been shown that people become trapped in environmentally
harmful settings due to various factors that restrict freedom of movement,
including limited financial resources, restrictive migration policies, place-based
obligations, and gender norms (Ayeb-Karlsson et al., 2018). Studies have also
demonstrated that people may choose to stay under environmental stress due
to their cultural and relational attachments to place and their trust in local
knowledge systems (Sengupta, 2025). At this point, distinguishing how different
forms of immobility emerge becomes important, particularly for understanding
the positions of different social groups within these processes.

The distinction between voluntary and involuntary immobility, frequently
used in discussions of immobility, provides a critical analytical tool for
understanding the position of children. Voluntary immobility refers to
individuals’ preference to stay under certain conditions, whereas involuntary
immobility refers to the inability to move despite the desire to do so due to
economic, political, or institutional barriers (Carling, 2002; Schewel, 2020).
However, this binary distinction is not directly applicable when it comes to
children. In the case of children, it raises the question of how these categories
should be reconsidered as children, in most cases, are not the primary subjects
of decisions regarding either movement or staying.

How this distinction should be reconsidered in relation to children is
presented comparatively in the table below:

Table 2.

Conceptual Distinctions of (Im)mobility and Children’s Positioning

Children’s position

Types of .. Decision-makin
(Iyn[‘:)mobility Definition basis &
Staving as Limited relevance, as
Voluntary ying ¢ Individual preference children rarely have
immobility zhrf)liact;er © and agency autonomous decision-
making power
Inability to Dominant condition, as

Structural constraints
(economic, political,
institutional)

children are often unable to
act independently of adult
decisions

Involuntary  move despite
immobility  the desire to

do so
Central understanding
children, whose (im)mobility
is mediated through
dependency and relational
positioning

Immobility Adult decision-
shaped by making, care regimes,
social ties and  and structural
dependency  inequalities

Relational /
constrained
immobility

The table shows that children’s (im)mobility experiences cannot be
fully explained through the voluntary/involuntary distinction; rather, these
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experiences should be evaluated within a relational framework shaped by
dependency relations and structural constraints. In this context, although
children’s experiences of immobility largely fall within the category of involuntary
immobility, this compulsion arises not only from external structural barriers
but also from their dependency on adults. Therefore, unlike “involuntary
immobility” as classically defined, children’s immobility should be considered a
specific form of immobility that is produced relationally and indirectly.

Research on environmental immobility has helped bring a previously
invisible population group onto the academic radar in migration studies
(Zickgraf, 2018). While sustainability, environmental and climate issues, and
related migration and immobility increasingly occupy global, regional, national,
and local agendas, social vulnerability has frequently been a subject of debate
(Hagedorn et al., 2019). This discussion has acknowledged differences related
to “race, class, ethnicity, and gender” in vulnerability to climate change and
migration (Thomas et al., 2019), as well as the importance of access to resources,
governance, culture, and knowledge (Thomas et al., 2019). However, more
research is needed, and a central dimension has been overlooked in this debate:
the insecurity and vulnerability of children (see Biihler-Niederberger, 2010).

In this context, children occupy a specific position within processes of
environmental immobility. Their limited agency in mobility decisions and their
strong dependence on adults’ resources and decisions place them among the
groups that are forced to stay in the face of environmental risks, positioning
them in a more vulnerable situation (Holmberg & Alvinius, 2020). However,
this vulnerability does not mean that children are entirely absent from these
processes; rather, it raises the question of how children’s agency should be
conceptualized.

At this point, to understand children’s position within these processes, the
concept of “agency” needs to be reconsidered. In childhood studies, children
have long been treated as active subjects of social processes and conceptualized as
actors who make sense of their own lives and develop strategies (James & Prout,
2015; Corsaro, 2015). However, this approach alone is not sufficient to explain
children’s positions within processes of mobility and immobility since children’s
agency, unlike that of adults, is largely shaped within relations of dependency. In
this context, childhood is not only a field of agency based on individual capacity,
but also a social position structured through relationships with adults, care
regimes, and institutional arrangements (Mayall, 2002). Therefore, for children,
processes of mobility and staying are often not directly determined areas of
choice, but are instead shaped within a set of possibilities constrained by intra-
family decision-making mechanisms, economic resources, and institutional
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arrangements. This shows that children’s experiences of moving or staying are
determined less by individual intentions than by structural conditions.

For this reason, when analyzing children’s (im)mobility experiences, agency
should be treated not as absolute autonomy, but as a relational and limited
capacity. This approach also aligns with discussions of relational agency, which
emphasize that children’s agency always emerges within specific structural
conditions and is constrained by them (Esser etal., 2016). Within this framework,
children are neither completely passive nor fully independent actors; rather,
their agency has a contextual character, negotiated within structural constraints
and relations of dependency. This becomes particularly visible in processes of
involuntary immobility emerging in the context of climate change. For children,
the condition of being unable to move despite increasing environmental
risks appears not as an individual choice but as a result determined by adult
decisions and inequalities in access to resources. Thus, while environmental risks
deepened by climate change often make staying more dangerous for children,
they simultaneously limit the possibilities of avoiding these risks. This dual
condition turns children into central but often invisible actors in discussions
of climate-induced immobility. Despite this, empirical studies on immobility
in the context of climate change are often conducted on adult populations and
even remain at the level of theoretical discussions (Holmberg & Alvinius, 2020);
children’s specific positions within these processes are addressed only indirectly
or not at all. However, children’s experiences of climate-induced immobility
require distinct analytical attention. In this context, children’s staying in the
face of climate change emerges not as a result of individual preferences, but as
an outcome shaped by economic, institutional, and political inequalities.

Immobility emerging in the context of climate change, and especially
involuntary immobility, is shaped not by individual preferences but by structural
constraints and unequal distributions of resources. For children, this situation
means both greater exposure to environmental risks and a limited capacity to
move in response to these risks. Therefore, children’s experiences of staying
in the context of climate change cannot be explained merely as the absence
of migration, but must be understood as a process closely related to social
inequalities. At this point, (im)mobility ceases to be merely a phenomenon to be
described in the context of climate change and becomes an analytical problem
that brings issues of mobility justice and environmental justice to the fore.

In this sense, children’s (im)mobility can be understood as the outcome of
the interaction between environmental pressures, structural inequalities, and
dependency relations. This interaction not only shapes whether children are
able to move but also defines the conditions under which staying becomes
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a constrained and unequal experience. Building on this discussion, children’s
immobility in the context of climate change should also be reconsidered from
a rights-based perspective. Beyond the question of whether children can move,
an equally critical issue concerns their ability to stay under safe and dignified
conditions. International frameworks on children’s rights emphasize not only
protection from harm but also the right to survival, development, and well-
being, all of which are directly undermined by climate-related environmental
risks (UNICEF, 2021). In this sense, children’s immobility does not merely
indicate a lack of mobility capacity, but may also reflect the erosion of their right
to live in safe environments.

From a climate justice perspective, therefore, the problem extends beyond
children’s inability to move; it also encompasses their constrained or denied
capacity to safely stay. As environmental risks intensify, staying may no longer
represent stability or protection, but rather prolonged exposure to harm. This
dual condition situates children at the intersection of mobility constraints
and environmental injustice, where both movement and non-movement
are structured by unequal access to resources and protection. Consequently,
children should be conceptualized not only as those who are unable to move,
but also as actors whose right to safely stay is increasingly compromised under
conditions of climate change.

The conceptual approach developed within this framework is summarized
in the diagram below. The next section discusses this framework through the
perspectives of mobility justice and environmental justice.
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Figure 1.
Analytical Framework of Children’s (Im)mobility Under Climate Change
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4. Climate Justice, (Im)mobility and Environmental Justice:
Unequal Capacities to Move or Stay

The question of who is able to move in the face of environmental risks

and who is forced to stay reveals that migration and mobility processes are
distributed in profoundly unequal ways. These inequalities make it necessary
to conceptualize mobility not merely as a physical movement, but as a social
process closely linked to access to specific resources, capacities, and decision-
making mechanisms. From this perspective, treating (im)mobility as an
analytical category makes it possible to assess the impacts of climate change not
only in terms of environmental exposure, but also in relation to the mobility
options available in response to such exposure. Under conditions of escalating
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environmental risk, the fact that some groups are able to move while others
remain exposed clearly renders (im)mobility an issue of inequality (Carling,
2002; Foresight, 2011; Schewel, 2020; Zickgraf, 2019). For this reason,
debates on mobility and immobility in the context of climate change inevitably
raise questions of mobility justice and environmental justice (Sheller, 2018;
Schlosberg, 2013).

The “new mobilities paradigm” (Sheller & Urry, 2006) not only focused
on the movements of people, objects, and vehicles, but also examined how
different states of (im)mobility are interconnected, how they are shaped by
unequal power relations, and how they in turn reproduce these relations.
Power and inequality are therefore embedded in the governance and control
of all forms of mobility and settlement. Dominant mobility regimes are built
upon differentiated configurations of (im)mobility, enclosure, borders, and
unequal access to spaces of movement and mobility (Sheller, 2018). The
concept of mobility justice (Sheller, 2018) is grounded in the idea that all
movement is political; immobility, likewise, is always entangled with relations
of power. Mobility justice emphasizes that all movement is political and that
all politics are mobile, together shaping unequal patterns of mobility and
immobility in the circulation of people, resources, and knowledge, as well
as the cultural meanings and lived experiences of these inequalities (Sheller,
2018). We experience mobility and dwelling through embodied relations that
are gendered, racialized, classed, sexualized, age-based, and differently abled
(Sultana, 2009). These differentiated relations and mobility capacities are then
embedded within cultural economies, urban forms, transport infrastructures,
and global mobility regimes, shaping unequal access and exposure to harm.
For this reason, calls for mobility justice challenge both “green gentrification”
in cities—where racialized and impoverished populations are displaced while
new low-carbon infrastructures are constructed—and “climate colonialism”
(Sheller, 2023). Accordingly, phenomena commonly referred to as climate-
induced migration or climate mobility (Boas et al., 2022) are deeply
intertwined with mobility injustices.

Approaching mobility as an unequally distributed capacity, the mobility
justice framework also raises questions about the conditions under which
these inequalities become more pronounced and for whom. At this point,
the environmental justice literature—which focuses on how environmental
and climatic risks are socially distributed—ofters a complementary analytical
framework. In the context of climate change, approaches that foreground
inequalities in mobility capacity and those that examine the unequal social
distribution of environmental risks thus provide mutually reinforcing analytical
perspectives (Sheller, 2018; Schlosberg, 2013). The concept of environmental
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justice closely resonates with the lived conditions experienced by many
communities, extending the notion of social justice into a new domain of
inequality, misrecognition, and exclusion: environmental disadvantage. The idea
of environmental justice reflects the reality of injustices experienced in relation
to land, air, food, workplaces, schools, and playgrounds (Schlosberg, 2013).
What these experiences share is the fact that environmental risks and harms are
not distributed randomly, but are instead concentrated among specific social
groups. The strength of the concept lies in its ability to frame environmental
problems not as technical or natural phenomena, but as socially produced
inequalities (Schlosberg & Collins, 2014).

Who, then, stands at the intersection of these two lines of inequality and
injustice? The answer to this question is not singular. In the context of disasters,
climate change, climate-induced migration, and immobility, multiple groups are
rendered vulnerable, including women, older people, persons with disabilities,
and those living in poverty. However, both at the center of this study and among
the least visible of these groups are children, who emerge as key actors located
at the intersection of these overlapping inequalities. Children thus occupy a
position in which high environmental risk and low mobility capacity intersect
simultaneously. Although the sociology of childhood has gained prominence
within the social sciences only recently, children remain largely absent as
analytical actors within studies of climate change and mobility. In the domain of
immobility—one of the most critical dimensions of climate change—children
are almost entirely overlooked as actors. The aim of this theoretical study is to
draw attention to this gap and to emphasize the need for these intersecting fields
to be supported by further empirical research.

From this perspective, children’s position can also be understood within the
framework of intergenerational justice. Climate change produces a structural
asymmetry between responsibility and exposure, as children are among those who
will experience its long-term consequences most intensively despite having no
role in its causes (World Health Organization, 2021). This temporal dimension
reinforces existing inequalities in mobility capacity and environmental risk,
showing that children’s constrained (im)mobility is not only a present condition
shaped by structural inequalities, but also part of a broader pattern in which
vulnerabilities are transferred across generations.

5. Conclusion: Bridging Childhood, Climate Change, and (Im)
mobility

This theoretical review aims to discuss how children are positioned in the
context of climate change and to identify the analytical limitations associated
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with this positioning by bringing together the literatures on climate change,
childhood, and migration. Throughout the study, it has been shown that children
are predominantly addressed within frameworks of health, vulnerability, and risk
in the literature on the impacts of climate change; by contrast, children’s specific
social positions within processes of migration, mobility, and staying in place
remain analytically secondary. This situation points to a significant theoretical
gap between approaches that treat children as passive subjects exposed to the
consequences of climate change and child-centered perspectives that regard
children as active actors in social processes.

In order to make this gap visible, the study reconsiders the concept of (im)
mobility—Ilong neglected in migration studies—from a childhood perspective.
In the context of climate change, processes of staying, and especially involuntary
immobility, are shaped for children not by individual preferences but by adult
decisions, structural inequalities, and limitations in access to resources (Carling,
2002; Schewel, 2020). Therefore, children’s experiences of staying in the face
of climate change should not be evaluated as a technical condition that can be
explained by the absence of migration; rather, they should be understood as a
process closely related to social inequalities. This approach makes it possible to
position children not as marginal actors excluded from discussions of climate
migration and mobility, but as social subjects who are at the center of these
processes yet are often rendered invisible.

The article also demonstrates why (im)mobility in the context of climate
change inevitably becomes a matter of justice. While mobility justice centers on
the question of who can or cannot move, the environmental justice approach
questions which social groups are disproportionately exposed to environmental
risks and harms (Sheller, 2018; Schlosberg, 2013). When these two approaches
are considered together, it becomes evident that children occupy a specific
position where multiple forms of injustice intersect, as they are both highly
exposed to environmental risks and characterized by limited mobility capacity.
Despite this, it is notable that children’s intersectional positions are still
insufficiently addressed in the literatures on climate change, migration, and
immobility.

Finally, this theoretical review highlights the need for further empirical and
theoretical studies aimed at understanding children’s (im)mobility experiences
in the context of climate change. Within this framework, it becomes important
for future research to focus particularly on the following questions: how do
children experience processes of involuntary immobility emerging in the context
of climate change? Under what conditions does children’s agency emerge or
become constrained within these processes? How do decisions regarding
mobility and staying affect children’s everyday lives and future expectations?
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These questions require that children be addressed not only as vulnerable
groups, but also as subjects positioned within and actively experiencing
social processes. In this regard, qualitative research approaches that center
children’s experiences—particularly in-depth interviews, ethnographic studies,
and participatory methods—offer important opportunities for revealing the
multilayered nature of children’s (im)mobility experiences. At the same time,
such research should seek to make children’s voices heard while carefully
considering the ethical dimensions of conducting research with children.

Moreover, this theoretical framework is not limited to presenting an
academic discussion, but also points to several concrete policy implications.
First, climate change and migration policies should recognize children not
only as a vulnerable group in need of protection, but also as social subjects
whose specific needs must be systematically integrated into policy design and
implementation. In practice, this requires the incorporation of child-specific
indicators into local and national climate adaptation plans, including measures
related to access to safe housing, continuity of education during environmental
disruptions, and protection from climate-related health risks.

Second, municipalities and local governments should develop targeted
mechanisms to address children’s (im)mobility conditions. These may include
establishing child-sensitive risk mapping in climate-vulnerable areas, ensuring
safe evacuation and relocation protocols that explicitly account for children’s
needs, and strengthening local service infrastructures—such as schools,
healthcare facilities, and social services—to reduce forced immobility under
adverse environmental conditions. Third, participatory mechanisms should be
developed to incorporate children’s perspectives into decision-making processes.
This can be operationalized through school-based programs, youth councils, and
community-level consultations that allow children’s experiences to inform local
climate governance. Evidence shows that integrating children’s perspectives into
climate-related policies contributes to more inclusive and effective adaptation

strategies (UNICEEF, 2021).

Finally, reducing inequalities in children’s (im)mobility requires cross-
sectoral policy coordination. Climate policies should be aligned with education,
social protection, and urban planning frameworks in order to ensure that
children can both move safely when necessary and stay in place under secure
and sustainable conditions. Without such integrated approaches, existing
inequalities in exposure to environmental risks and access to mobility are likely
to be reproduced and intensified.
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