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Abstract: Older people are under-represented in the climate change movement yet are highly suscep-
tible to the negative effects of climate change. This study’s objectives were to identify possible barriers
faced by older persons to increase their pro-environmental behaviors and participation in the climate
movement. Relying on in-depth qualitative interviews and focus groups with 50 older persons from
four different population groups in Israel, we identified three themes. The first theme concerned
assigning responsibility for the current climate situation. This theme addressed the question of who
is seen as responsible for the current situation. The second theme covered actions taken by older
persons to address the current situation. Finally, older persons view governments/municipalities,
industry, and individuals as responsible for the changing climate, with a more traditional segment
of the population also viewing God as responsible. Moreover, although governments were identi-
fied as important institutions with relevance to the current climate challenge, respondents mainly
acknowledged the relevance of pro-environmental behaviors rather than climate change activism. In
conclusion, the findings highlight the need to increase environmental activism among older persons.
It is also important to increase the breadth of possible pro-environmental behaviors older persons
can engage with.

Keywords: older persons; activism; pro-environmental; barriers; facilitators; responsibility; climate
change

1. Introduction

The changing climate poses a threat to our health and wellbeing [1,2]. Older persons
are particularly susceptible to the negative effects of climate change [3,4]. This is partially
attributed to premorbid medical, physical, and cognitive functioning, which make their
ability to adapt to severe climate events extremely challenging and the health impacts of
exposure to such events more severe [5]. However, social isolation and limited community
support also contribute to older persons’ susceptibility [6]. The limited acknowledgement in
policy documents of older persons’ unique circumstances during climate change extremes
also contributes to the heightened susceptibility of older persons [7].

Given the understanding that the current climate change situation requires immediate
action, there is growing awareness of and interest in the topic [8]. Research has classified
environmental activism into two main categories [9]. The first reflects pro-environmental
behaviors. These are private action/s that individuals engage in in response to the chang-
ing climate, such as recycling or limiting meat consumption. The second form requires
collective efforts to engage in policy concerning climate change. Although both types
are important and can contribute to adaptation and mitigation efforts concerning climate
change, there is no doubt that change in policy is required to better mitigate and adapt
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to the effects of climate change and that activities aimed at alleviating the current climate
situation must be coordinated at the international, national, and local levels rather than
only at the individual level via pro-environmental behaviors [10,11].

A meta-analysis has shown that differences in pro-environmental behaviors among
people of different age groups are negligible. However, the analysis suggested that older
persons are more likely to engage with nature, avoid environmental harm, and conserve
natural resources [12]. Consistently, research concerning pro-environmental behaviors
conducted in 31 countries has found that older persons are more likely to engage in such
behaviors and that countries that have a larger percentage of older persons are more likely
to behave sustainably [13]. Nevertheless, there is a gap between the generations, with
younger generations being more likely to acknowledge that climate change is real and that
it is caused by humans [14].

As for climate change activism, there is plenty of research to show that it is beneficial
to older persons [15–18]. Research has shown that older persons who engage in climate
change activism are healthier, engage in more physical activity, and report improved
wellbeing and sense of generativity [15,19,20]. This also allows older persons to develop a
sense of legacy [21]. The engagement of older persons in climate change activism is also
beneficial for society at large because it provides older persons with the opportunity to
share their knowledge and experiences, including traditional practices that can be extremely
beneficial to all generations [22]. Climate change activism among older persons also offers
an opportunity to foster intergenerational solidarity by bringing younger and older persons
together to work towards a shared goal [22].

Despite the varied benefits associated with climate change activism, most older persons
do not engage in it. In fact, climate activism is largely identified with the youth move-
ment [23] and older persons’ role in the climate change movement is less common [18,24]
and less acknowledged. A recent review of the literature has classified determinants of
climate change activism into several categories including sociodemographic variables, atti-
tudes, and habitual and contextual factors [25]. According to the review, people with higher
levels of education are more likely to engage in climate activism [26]. As older persons
often tend to be less educated compared to younger adults, this could possibly explain their
reluctance to engage in climate activism. Older persons’ somewhat more limited access to
digital technology [27] might also account for their more limited involvement in the climate
change movement.

Focusing on specific barriers faced by older persons, Pillemer and colleagues [16,24]
identified several reasons for the limited engagement of older persons in the climate change
movement [16,24]. One reason for limited engagement stems from reduced interest in and
concern about climate change. Compared with younger people, older persons are less
likely to report anxiety associated with the changing climate [28,29]. Older persons also
might hold less accurate views about climate change and its contributors [30]. This has
been supported by one study which found that compared with older persons, younger
people were more likely to believe that climate change is a result of human (in)action [14].

Another barrier to the engagement of older persons in climate change activism is
ageism, defined as stereotypes, prejudice, and discrimination towards people because of
their age [31,32]. In the context of climate change, ageism has been directed towards both
younger and older persons [22,33,34]. Nonetheless, a review of climate change activists’
communication has identified a general tendency to blame older persons for their (in)action
over the years, which has contributed to the current climate situation [35,36]. This may
serve as a barrier preventing older persons from taking an active role in the climate change
movement. Moreover, because the climate change movement is largely associated with
youth [37], older persons might be less likely to identify with its goals and actions.

As the world population continues to age, it is particularly important to identify
possible barriers faced by older persons to increase their pro-environmental behaviors and
participation in the climate movement. The present study aims to examine older persons’
explanations concerning the climate change situation and whom they perceive as being
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responsible for the current situation. We also examine what actions older persons are
willing and able to take to affect the current situation. This study is important given the
fact that climate change disproportionally affects older persons [38], yet they are less likely
to engage in public activities to improve adaptation and mitigation efforts [18]. This study
is innovative because of its focus on older persons’ perspective concerning climate change
activism and pro-environmental behaviors, while paying attention to possible similarities
and differences between ethnic groups.

2. Methods

The study was inspired by past research on older persons in the context of climate
change [22,33]. Both the interview guide and recruitment methods were guided by past
research on older persons, with a particular attention paid to their perceived role in the
climate change movement and their engagement in pro-environmental behaviors [15].

2.1. Participants

The sample was recruited between April 2022 and September 2022. Qualified partici-
pants were people over the age of 60 who belong to one of the following groups: Veteran
Israeli Jews (were either born in Israel or immigrated to Israel more than 60 years ago),
Israeli Arabs, Ethiopian Jews (the immigration wave of 1980–1990), and immigrants from
the former Soviet Union (FSU; the immigration wave of 1990–2000). It is important to note
that this is a non-representative sample that was purposively selected [39] with the goal of
obtaining an in-depth understanding of older Israelis of different population groups.

Overall, 50 people were interviewed: 15 veteran Israeli Jews (mean age = 75.66,
SD = 6.12; 87% women), 12 Israeli Arabs (mean age = 67.25, SD = 2.17; 66% women), 13 Im-
migrants from the FSU (mean age = 73.30, SD = 7.36; 61.5% woman), and 10 immigrants
from Ethiopia (mean age = 68.10, SD = 8.65; 80% women). See Table 1 for details.

Table 1. Socio-demographic characteristics of the sample (n = 50).

Jewish
(n = 15)

Arabs
(n = 12)

Immigrants
from FSU

(n = 13)

Ethiopian Immigrants
(n = 10)

Mean Age (S.D) 75.66 (6.12) 67.25 (2.17) 73.30 (7.36) 68.10 (8.65)

Gender (%)
Male 13.3 33.3 38.5 20
Female 86.7 66.7 61.5 80

Mean number of years of
education (S.D) 9.20 (3.21) 9.58 (3.4) 15.15 (2.33) 5.20 (5.47)

Marital status (%)
Married 53.3 100 23.1 60
Not married 46.7 0 76.9 40

Mean number of children (S.D) 3.26 (1.16) 5.33 (1.07) 2.00 (0.07) 5.80 (2.04)

Economic situation (%)
Below average 6.7 33.3 0 80
Average 60 66.7 84.6 10
Above average 33.3 0 15.4 10

Health condition (%)
Below average 26.7 50 13.3 50
Average 40 0 80 20
Above average 33.3 50 13.3 30
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2.2. Interview Guide

The research team developed the interview guide in Hebrew and then translated it into
Arabic, Russian, and Amharic by native speakers. We aimed to maintain the meaning rather
than the literal translation of each question. The interview guide started with questions
about participants’ experiences, such as “tell me about the changing climate over time or
between your country of origin and Israel”, followed by detailed questions about participants’
perceptions regarding global climate change: “Have you experienced the phenomenon of climate
change and its consequences? What are the effects of the changing climate on your daily life?”
Participants also were queried about feelings of longing for the climate or nature of the
past: “What climate, nature and environment phenomena do you miss the most?”

2.3. Procedure

The study was funded by a grant from the Israel Science Foundation (ISF 217/20). The
study was approved by the ethics committee of the PI’s university and all respondents
signed an informed consent document prior to participating in this study. We recorded and
transcribed all focus group discussions and in-person interviews. Interviews that were not
conducted in Hebrew were translated by a native speaker into Hebrew. We used different
recruitment and interviewing strategies for each population group given their unique
characteristics. The different recruitment methods were also guided by the personal and
professional connections of the researchers. We specifically ensured that minority group
members are interviewed by interviewers from the same community in their language of
preference. All respondents received information about the purpose of the study (e.g., to
better understand older persons’ perceptions of climate change) and were instructed that
they can leave the study at any point.

Veteran Israeli Jews were recruited from two adult day-care centers in the Central
and Northern parts of Israel via the assistance of professionals in these centers. Two focus
groups (n1 = 7; n2 = 8) were held by an experienced moderator in Hebrew. Each group
lasted for about 1 h.

Arabs and Immigrants from the FSU were recruited through social and professional
connections of two researchers (HAG and NU) as well as snowball sampling. The Arab
participants were from the central and northern parts of Israel. The interviews with them
were conducted via Zoom in Arabic and lasted approximately 20–40 min due to geographic
distance from the interviewer. Interviews with Immigrants from the FSU were conducted
in-person in Russian at the participants’ homes in the northern part of Israel. Their average
length was 50 min.

Immigrants from Ethiopia were recruited from an adult day-care center and a Syn-
agogue community in a small city in the northern part of Israel relying on the personal
connections of one of the researchers (ShE). One focus group (n = 5) was conducted in
Amharic in a quiet place in an adult day-care center and lasted one hour and 15 min. In
addition, 5 in-person interviews were conducted in participants’ homes and lasted on
average 30 min.

2.4. Analysis

Thematic analysis was conducted following several iterative processes of reading
and re-reading the interviews [40]. We started by becoming familiar with the raw in-
terviews through reading and re-reading of each interview and constant generation of
initial thoughts concerning the main themes. Next, a more thorough categorization into
descriptive thematic categories followed. After the completion of this stage, we re-read all
interviews and categories while grouping them into interpretative thematic categories. We
followed these stages separately for each population group. Next, we looked at similarities
and differences within and across the four groups using constant comparisons and going
back and forth between categories and population groups. Last, we decided on a common
storyline which consists of the main thematic categories [41]. This resulted in a decision to
focus on older people’s pro-environmental behaviors and activism as an overarching theme.
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As a result, we omitted some of the themes identified in the analysis, such as nostalgic
memories concerning past climate experiences or ways older people cope with climate
change. These themes are discussed in a different paper.

We relied on a thick description of direct quotes from the text in order to improve
the trustworthiness of the findings and ensure the interpretability of our analysis [42].
An audit trail, which followed all stages of analysis, was kept to ensure appropriate
documentation [43]. In addition, two readers (LA, NU) conducted the analysis separately
categorizing and recategorizing the data. The decision to present the findings in the present
manner was reached through a consensus.

3. Findings

In our analysis, we identified three themes. Table 2 presents the distribution of the
main themes across the four population groups. The first theme concerned assigning
responsibility for the current situation. This theme addressed the question of who is seen
as being responsible for the current situation. The second theme covered actions taken
by older persons to address the current situation. The theme addresses both private and
public actions related to climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts. Finally, older
persons provided a thoughtful discussion of ways to alleviate the current climate situation.
The three themes were selected because they provide a comprehensive perspective on older
persons’ inclination to engage in pro-environmental behaviors and/or public activism. For
the most part, our analysis focused on commonalities across population groups rather than
on differences. However, when differences arose, they were noted in the text.

Table 2. Main themes reported by study participants across the four population groups.

Theme Categories
Veteran Israeli

Jews
n = 15

Israeli Arabs
n =12

Immigrants from the
Former Soviet Union

n = 13

Immigrants from
Ethiopia

n = 10

1. Assigning
responsibility for the
current climate
situation(“who
is responsible?”)

Government/
municipality/corporate
responsibility

8 7 12 0

The responsibility of
individuals
(In general)

9 2 7 0

God’s responsibility 1 4 0 10

The responsibility is in
our hands (Personal
responsibility)

5 2 4 0

2. Actions taken by
older persons to
address the current
situation (“what am
I doing”)

Recycling and not using
disposable tableware

6 3 8 1

Cleaning the
environment

3 5 7 0

Gardening and planting
trees

0 2 4 0

Public act against the
current climate situation

0 1 0 0

3. Ways to alleviate
the current climate
situation (“what
should be
done next?”)

Raising awareness
and education

6 8 9 0
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3.1. Who Is Responsible? Assigning Responsibility for the Current Climate Situation?

In response to this query, respondents offered several different options. Although,
for the most part, many assigned the responsibility to more than one stakeholder, we
identified four common explanations to account for the current climate situation. The
most common responses attributed the responsibility to the current climate situation to
governments/municipalities, corporations, and individuals. Israeli Arabs and Ethiopian
immigrants also assigned the responsibility for the current climate situation to God. In
addition, several respondents assigned the responsibility for the current climate situation to
themselves. However, this was done mainly in conjunction with blaming other stakeholders
for the current situation.

3.1.1. The Responsibility of Governments/Municipalities and Corporations

The following quote by a veteran Israeli assigns the blame to other citizens who lack
manners, but at the same time also views the mayor of the city as being responsible because
of his failure to ensure the city’s cleanliness: “The mayor is stupid, and everything is dirty.
People have no manners. They toss away, curse, lots of gangsters, drunk people.” (Arnon, age 72).

In a different focus group of veteran Israelis, a participant stated: “I believe that the
government receives reports (about pollution) and according to the reports should make decisions.”
(Yael, age 74). This comment was challenged by Malka (Veteran Israeli, age 80), who stated:
“but they (politicians) are not doing that.” Hence, the two participants view the government as
being responsible with the latter participant also expressing a strong dissatisfaction with
the current situation.

Farid (Israeli Arab, age 65) expressed a deterministic viewpoint, which excuses his
limited action by stressing instead the important role of governments and corporates:

I think that there is not much we can do. This is something that is not in our hands. This
is something that is related to the country. The main reason for climate change is the
industry in the country. The policy and habits of the country. For instance, if public
transportation were adequate, we wouldn’t have had that many cars on the road and this
would have improved the situation.

Mark (FSU immigrant, age 65) expressed as well his frustration with the current
political situation. According to him, the main problem is the limited ability of politicians
to ensure a safe and healthy climate to all:

If in the government, we had politicians who were professionals, we would not have had
this discussion. If we had professionals in the government, they wouldn’t have allowed
a polluting factory to exist. Everyone would have needed a permission. ‘Do you want
to work? Ok, you will build it (a factory), but we will monitor you. If you violate the
regulations, we will close the factory and fine you with huge fines.’ Who would have built
such a factory that kills the country?

Assigning the responsibility for the current situation to the government resulted in a
sense of powerlessness among some respondents; Vera (FSU immigrant, age 65): “a person
really cannot do anything. I cannot close the refinery that I am suffocated by. I cannot close it. It
emits gas, so it emits. But this is of course at the governmental level.”

3.1.2. The Responsibility of Individuals (In General)

A veteran Israeli Jew complained about dog’s poop as a problem which is human-
made: “All the pavements are covered with poop. You go downstairs and you see by the entrance full
of dogs’ poop.” (Liora, age 75). Hence, in her response she assigns the problem of pollution—
which she views as being directly related to the changing climate—to other individuals
rather than to institutions.

In response to a query about awareness to climate change, Nihaya (Israeli Arab, age 67)
identified people in the community as being responsible for the current climate situation.
In contrast to Farid (Israeli Arab, age 65) who discussed the government’s responsibility
for the reliance on private transportation, Nihaya also discussed the problems associated
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with private transportation, yet assigned the responsibility to people in her community
who prefer their own personal comfort to society’s welfare:

I have heard about climate change and people are responsible. There is lots of garbage,
lots of fire. It really hurts the ozone layer. It is true that in the past, we didn’t have gas
and used to cook on wood. But still the situation is different from today. Nowadays, we
have smoke coming out of all the cars. In the past, every 10th family had a car. Now, the
number of cars equals the number of people in the house.

Likewise, Boris (age 76), an immigrant from the FSU, complained about the human
damage to the environment. Accordingly, norms of disregard result in people polluting
their own living environment:

It is all a matter of culture. Because I have a dog, when you walk around you understand.
There is poop everywhere and people do not clean their surroundings. This is why others,
even me, who owns a dog, are very uncomfortable.

3.1.3. The Responsibility of God

This response was provided primarily by Israeli Arabs and by Ethiopian immigrants.
Hence, this attribute is shared by more traditional religious respondents. This response
represents a tendency to rely on religious beliefs to explain life events:

One of the signs of the day of the reconning is that in Saudi Arabia there is more rain
than usual. It is very important in Islam. I mean, the changes in climate and weather are
part of the signs that the final judgement is approaching. I will give you more examples,
in the past it used to rain in the north of the country and a little bit of rain in the south.
Nowadays it rains in the south more than in our area. The situation has flipped. Only
God has control over things. I believe that all these changes are a sign that the final
judgement is approaching. There are small changes and big changes. Changes in weather
represent a small change. (Ibtisam, age 66)

An Ethiopian immigrant stated:

I sometimes say, maybe there are too many people in the world? Maybe God says there
are too many and there is a need to extinguish some? That’s what comes to my mind
sometimes. There was ‘be fruitful and multiply’ and now there is a need to extinguish.
(Tega, age 67)

This statement was supported by other participants in the focus group: “it is because
God is punishing those who are not observant. People are moving away from belief.” A different
participant concluded: “Everything that is related to the weather is due to the anger of God on
people.” Important to note that Ethiopian immigrants endorsed only God’s responsibility to
the changing climate and did not explicitly identify other entities as being responsible.

3.1.4. The Responsibility Is in Our Hands (Personal Responsibility)

A few respondents accepted their own personal responsibility to the current climate
situation. Yet, most of the time, this was discussed in the context of others such as govern-
ments, corporations, and/or other individuals who are responsible as well.

A veteran Israeli stated: “it is a personal responsibility of each and every one of us and a
governmental responsibility. The government needs to run these things.” (Rivka, age 75). Hence,
even though she started out by stressing personal responsibility, she concluded by assigning
the overall responsibility to the government.

Ranin (Israeli Arab, age 68) stated that the responsibility is shared by all, yet she too
can act in her own environment to improve the situation:

Each and every one of us is responsible for the environment. The environment is in our
own hands. We must protect it. The earth is for everyone, it does not belong to a single
country or person. All countries, especially those that have advanced industry must
find a way to organize industry not to pollute . . . Again, I reiterate, we all have the
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responsibility to protect the environment. Governments and industrial nations should
find a solution for the pollution by industry so that they won’t hurt the environment.
Everyone who has a factory should take a responsibility and find a solution to the damage
caused to the environment. This is the only way we can save the earth. The responsibility
is shared by all of us.

Likewise, Mark (age 65), an immigrant from the FSU, discussed a personal responsi-
bility, while mentioning the shared responsibility of others:

I think that everyone is responsible other than children who are now in kindergarten or
at school. Little children up until the age of 12, before they grow older. All others are
to blame, even teenagers. It doesn’t matter, everyone is responsible. There is no need to
name people. I too am responsible. I do not consider myself as better than others. I used to
barbeque outdoors, and this is not great ecologically. First, I polluted the air and second, I
am to blame for feeding my kids in that shit. So, am I not to blame? Everyone should feel
responsible.

3.2. What am I Doing? Actions Are Taken by Older Persons to Address the Current Situation

Most respondents identified personal activities they routinely engage in to improve
the current state of the environment. Respondents mentioned recycling, keeping the
environment clean, and not using disposable tableware as their main contribution, yet
others also mentioned gardening and planting trees. Only one respondent mentioned a
wish to actively contribute to the climate change movement by taking a public stand in
the context of climate change activism. Hence, to the most part, respondents focused on
pro-environmental behaviors, which are individual-based, rather than on public activism.

A veteran Israeli Jew stated that she is taking care of her environment:

If I see something disturbing even on my way, a box for instance, I tell myself, someone
can fall, I can trip as well. I always pick it up. This is what I learned from my father, bless
his soul. I would go with him as a child and watch him pick up a banana peel from the
pavement. (Moriya, age 70)

Likewise, Haled (age 66), an Israeli Arab, discussed her personal efforts to keep the
environment clean and safe: “I try to keep the environment clean. I try to separate garbage
to assist in the recycling process. In general, there is limited awareness in our society about the
importance of recycling.”

This response was similar to the one provided by Rita (age 75), an immigrant from the
FSU, who discussed her contribution by noting her efforts to keep the environment clean
and tidy, in contrast to others who litter the environment:

When I hurry to work in the morning, I still take the garbage with me and put it in the
bin. A different person will not do that, will throw away the garbage next to the building.
This is purely a matter of education.

Refraining from using disposable tableware was also identified as an attempt to
contribute to the current efforts to mitigate climate change. However, the following account
of a veteran Israeli Jew shows that she is engaged in pro-environmental behaviors primarily
because of her grandchildren, rather than because of her own value system:

I for instance, my grandchildren do not agree that I use plastic tools (disposable tableware)
at home. In my house there is no coke, no juice, no cookies, nothing. They come, like the
Ashkenazim (European Jews), I put a bottle of water and soda for them. I have tea, coffee
and that’s it. (Lea, age 75)

In contrast, Alex (age 85), an immigrant from the FSU stated: “we never use plastic
(disposable tableware). They say it is very convenient. After the meal, you collect everything with
the cover and throw it in the bin. ‘Ecological!’” His account suggests the internalization of
pro-environmental values which have lead to engagement in pro-environmental behaviors.
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Likewise, Asmalesh (age 62), an Ethiopian immigrant, also stated: “Ever since I heard
that plastic is not good, I started sorting out because if it is sorted, it is possible to recycle.” Hence,
she identified her contribution to the environment in the form of recycling behaviors.

Taking an active stand through planting was also discussed by several respondents as
a means to improve the current climate situation: “I miss the forest (we had in Russia), but I
planted for myself, the trees that I missed.” (Mark, age 65, an immigrant from the FSU).

An Israeli Arab, Ibtisam (age 66), also discusses how—in addition to keeping her
environment clean and tidy—she also planted trees and flowers:

I keep my environment clean. I clean my house and my street. I really like tidiness. I like
planting trees and flowers. This is a very good way to keep the environment. I clean the
street because no one cleans other than myself. They do not clean. My neighbors should
be cleaning as well.

The only one of all interviewees from all population groups to express an interest in
taking a public act against the current climate situation was Ibrahim (age 68), an Israeli Arab:
“I try to increase the awareness of people of the environment. I wish there were pro-environmental
NGOs in our society. I would have joined such an organization to increase the awareness of people
around.” Even though this person was the only one to express a true interest in climate
activism, he too did not engage in the climate change movement.

3.3. What should Be Done Next? Ways to Alleviate the Current Climate Situation

Raising awareness and educating the public were identified as key strategies to im-
prove the climate change situation. As already noted, with the exception of a single
respondent, none identified the climate change movement as an option to support climate
change adaptation and mitigation efforts.

Neta (age 79), an Israeli veteran stated: “If you do not come from an organized home and
learn and watch what your mama is doing. The house is the mirror of the kids. Not only the school
and pre-school.” Hence, she stresses the importance of education, but believes that such
education should be provided within the family.

Suha (age 70), an Israeli Arab, also discussed the importance of raising awareness to
instigate climate change mitigation and adaptation efforts:

The Arab society has no awareness of the topic of climate change. It is important to raise
this issue. I think it is most important to start at school. Educate children about the topic
stress the ramifications of the topic. It is good to give talks about the topic also to the
rest of the population. To increase awareness so that people will start taking care of the
environment.

Inessa (age 66), an immigrant from the FSU, provided a similar message: “You can tell
a person, ‘Look, your dog just pooped.’ And if the person has no manners, and you tell him, he will
condemn you and you will be blamed. It all starts in the culture in education.” Inessa expressed
frustration and a sense of helplessness; yet, at the same time, she suggested that education
and awareness can improve the current situation.

Raising awareness and education also were identified by Mark (age 65), an immigrant
from the FSU, as tools to increase personal responsibility for the current state of the climate
and the environment:

There is not enough attention. People have become used to being Israelis. ‘If it is not
mine, I am not touching it.’ Here most of the people are like that. ‘If it is not mine, I
don’t care.’ Maybe there is someone like me, a stupid person like me who still cares about
something. No one is taking personal responsibility about anything here.

4. Discussion

The present study evaluated the accounts of older persons from four different popu-
lation groups in Israel to better understand incentives and barriers to pro-environmental
behaviors and climate change activism. Given the higher prevalence of older persons
worldwide, it is essential to ensure their contribution and involvement in adaptation and
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mitigation efforts concerning climate change. This is particularly important especially
because of a divisive discourse which views older persons as responsible for the current
climate change situation and as failing to act to improve the situation [33,44]. Our findings
are divided into three major themes, reflecting the responsibility assigned for the current
climate change situation, actual behaviors older persons engage in as part of their efforts to
mitigate and/or adapt to the changing climate, and future directions to improve mitigation
and adaptation efforts.

We found a general tendency to assign the responsibility for the current climate
situation either to institutions—including governments, municipal bodies, or industry—or
to individuals. Both institutions and individuals were viewed as polluting the environment
in various ways, thus directly contributing to the changing climate. When responsibility
was self-directed, it was usually accompanied by the blaming of additional entities such as
institutions and other individuals. This finding is consistent with past research, which has
summarized the situation as such: “We are all responsible, but others are more responsible
than us” (p. 2403) [45]. Consistent with the present study, that study as well found
that individual responsibility was not commonly assigned [45]. The present findings
further highlight the tendency towards a blame game, which assigns the responsibility
for the climate situations to different entities, and the limited inclination to take personal
responsibility for the current climate situation [46].

Unlike research conducted in Finland [45], two population groups that participated in
the present study also endorsed God and God’s will as being responsible for the current
climate situation. These population groups (Israeli Arabs and Ethiopian immigrants) are
characterized as more traditional in their values and in their connection to the land and
nature. This is consistent with past research conducted in Bangladesh, which has found
that a small portion of respondents attribute the changing climate to a punishment from
God [47]. However, to date, not much has been written about religion and the belief in
God and climate change. A study reviewing the literature on Muslims and climate change
has concluded that a small section of Muslim environmentalists promote climate change
issues [48]. A different study, conducted in Cusco, Peru, found that narratives concern-
ing the reasons for climate change are largely influenced by religion, with Catholic and
Evangelical religious traditions proposing different meanings of the changing climate [49].
Hence, clearly, the attribution of the changing climate to God’s will is common in some
living habits and religious sectors.

Most respondents engaged in pro-environmental behaviors to some degree. Recycling
and keeping the environment clean were identified most frequently, followed by attempts
to ensure a green environment. Only a single respondent reported a wish to become part
of the climate change movement, but this person as well was not actively engaged in the
movement. This finding is consistent with past research which has shown that people are
more likely to engage in private pro-environmental acts as individuals rather than in public
activism as a collective group, and that this discrepancy is particularly notable in the case
of older persons [9,13,18]. This is unfortunate given the need for civil society to engage in
climate change activism as a collective group in order to make a true impact on policy.

Consistent with the tendency found in this study towards pro-environmental be-
haviors, rather than climate change activism, respondents emphasized education and
awareness as the main tools to fight climate change. Indeed, research has shown that
greater awareness is associated with higher levels of pro-environmental behaviors [50,51].
There is also a substantial body of research on the effectiveness of educational interventions
in instigating pro-environmental behaviors [52]. Nonetheless, there is still a general un-
derstanding that awareness of climate change issues is not enough to instigate behavioral
change [52]. Consistently, the present study has shown that awareness of climate change is
not necessarily enough. Specifically, most pro-environmental behaviors that respondents
engaged in concerned recycling and keeping the environment clean. Although there is no
doubt that these behaviors are essential, other behaviors such as reduced meat consump-
tion, reduced flights, etc., have not been mentioned. Moreover, only one of the respondents
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acknowledged the need for active engagement in the climate change movement. Hence,
overall, our findings actually support the need for further education and raising of aware-
ness which are more targeted towards environmental activism. Finally, an unexplored
option possibly highlighted by the findings is the reliance on religious leaders to increase
awareness of and motivation to engage in climate change activism among more traditional
communities. Such an intervention requires working closely with religious leaders and
ensuring their commitment to the climate movement.

This study is not without limitations. First, it is important to note that the qualitative
nature of the study allows for subjectivity in responses and their interpretation. Therefore,
two reviewers coded the interview data. Second, as this study relied on a qualitative
methodology, we aimed to gain a deep understanding of the findings rather than obtain a
representative sample of all four population groups. Third, as noted in the Methods section,
we relied on different recruitment methods to recruit each of the four population groups.
This likely has introduced additional bias into our findings. Despite these challenges, the
study has several innovative aspects that should be stressed. First, our study gives a direct
voice to older persons by directly asking them for their experiences and perceptions. Second,
we specifically aimed to reach out to different population groups, including minority groups
which are under-represented in research. This methodology ensures that even marginal
groups in the population can share their experiences and thoughts. Our findings are
important as they provide a detailed understanding into the views of older persons of
different population groups concerning the main causes of climate change, their own
response to the changing climate, and ways of addressing the changing climate. Although
older persons view governments/municipalities, industry, and individuals as responsible
for the changing climate, a more traditional segment of the population also views God as
responsible. Moreover, although governments were identified as important institutions
with relevance to the current climate challenge, respondents mainly acknowledged the
relevance of pro-environmental behaviors rather than climate change activism. They also
expressed the need for increased public awareness and knowledge with a focus on pro-
environmental behaviors rather than on public activism. This, in fact, highlights the need
to increase environmental activism among older persons, as the majority of respondents
in our study have failed to even acknowledge this as a possible option. Not considering
environmental activism as an option likely results in the limited involvement of older
people in the climate change movement and in more limited opportunities to influence
climate change policy in the long run. In addition, it is important to increase the breadth of
possible pro-environmental behaviors older persons can engage in, as the present study
has shown that the current repertoire identified by participants is quite limited, albeit
adamantly endorsed.
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9. Liobikienė, G.; Poškus, M.S. The importance of environmental knowledge for private and public sphere pro-environmental

behavior: Modifying the value-belief-norm theory. Sustainability 2019, 11, 3324. [CrossRef]
10. Mees, H. Responsible Climate Change Adaptation: Exploring, Analysing and Evaluating Public and Private Responsibilities for Urban

Adaptation to Climate Change; Utrecht University: Utrecht, The Netherlands, 2014.
11. Mees, H. Local governments in the driving seat? A comparative analysis of public and private responsibilities for adaptation to

climate change in European and North-American cities. J. Environ. Pol. Plan 2017, 19, 374–390. [CrossRef]
12. Wiernik, B.M.; Ones, D.S.; Dilchert, S. Age and environmental sustainability: A meta-analysis. J. Manag. Psychol. 2013, 28, 826–856.

[CrossRef]
13. Wang, Y.; Hao, F.; Liu, Y. Pro-Environmental Behavior in an Aging World: Evidence from 31 Countries. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public

Health 2021, 18, 1748. [CrossRef]
14. Milfont, T.L.; Zubielevitch, E.; Milojev, P.; Sibley, C.G. Ten-year panel data confirm generation gap but climate beliefs increase at

similar rates across ages. Nat. Commun. 2021, 12, 4038. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
15. Chen, J.C.; Chang, Q.X.; Liang, C.C.; Hsieh, J.G.; Liu, P.P.S.; Yen, C.F.; Loh, C.H. Potential benefits of environmental volunteering

programs of the health of older adults: A pilot study. Arch. Gerontol. Geriatr. 2020, 90, 104113. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
16. Pillemer, K.; Cope, M.T.; Nolte, J. Older persons and action on climate change: A powerful but underutilized resource. HelpAge

Int. 2021, 1–10.
17. Pillemer, K.; Fuller-Rowell, T.E.; Reid, M.; Wells, N.M. Environmental volunteering and health outcomes over a 20-year period.

Gerontologist 2010, 50, 594–602. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
18. Pillemer, K.; Wagenet, L.; Goldman, D.; Bushway, L.; Meador, R. Environmental volunteering in later life: Benefits and barriers.

Generations 2009, 33, 58–63.
19. Gagliardi, C.; Pillemer, K.; Gambella, E.; Piccinini, F.; Fabbietti, P. Benefits for older persons engaged in environmental volunteering

and socializing activities in city parks: Preliminary results of a program in Italy. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public Health 2020, 17, 3772.
[CrossRef] [PubMed]

20. Hsiao, H.Y.; Hsu, C.T.; Chen, L.; Wu, J.; Chang, P.S.; Lin, C.L.; Lin, M.N.; Lin, T.K. Environmental volunteerism for social good: A
longitudinal study of older adults’ health. Res. Soc. Work. Pract. 2020, 30, 233–245. [CrossRef]

21. Frumkin, H.; Fried, L.; Moody, R. Aging, climate change, and legacy thinking. Am. J. Public Health 2012, 102, 1434–1438. [CrossRef]
22. Ayalon, L.; Roy, S.; Aloni, O.; Keating., N. A scoping review of research on older persons and intergenerational relations in the

context of climate change. Gerontologist 2022, 20, 1–14.
23. Cloughton, I. Global Youth Activism on Climate Change. Soc. Work. Policy Stud. Soc. Justice Pract. Theory 2021, 4, 1–12.
24. Pillemer, K.A.; Nolte, J.; Cope, M.T. Promoting Climate Change Activism Among Older persons. Generations 2022, 46, 1–16.
25. Blankenberg, A.K.; Alhusen, H. On the Determinants of Pro-Environmental Behavior: A Literature Review and Guide for the Empirical

Economist; Number 350; University of Göttingen, Center for European, Governance, and Economic Development Research
(CEGE): Göttingen, Germany, 2019.

26. Lee, T.M.; Markowitz, E.M.; Howe, P.D.; Ko, C.Y.; Leiserowitz, A.A. Predictors of public climate change awareness and risk
perception around the world. Nat. Clim. Chang. 2015, 5, 1014–1020. [CrossRef]

27. Di Giacomo, D.; Ranieri, J.; D’Amico, M.; Guerra, F.; Passafiume, D. Psychological barriers to digital living in older adults:
Computer anxiety as predictive mechanism for technophobia. Behav. Sci. 2019, 9, 96. [CrossRef]

28. Clayton, S.; Karazsia, B.T. Development and validation of a measure of climate change anxiety. J. Environ. Psychol. 2020, 69, 101434.
[CrossRef]

29. Searle, K.; Gow, K. Do concerns about climate change lead to distress? Int. J. Clim. Chang. Strateg. 2010, 2, 362–379. [CrossRef]
30. Yang, X.; Wei, L.; Su, Q. How is climate change knowledge distributed among the population in Singapore? A demographic

analysis of actual knowledge and illusory knowledge. Sustainability 2020, 12, 3782. [CrossRef]

http://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-017-16636-3
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29185489
http://doi.org/10.1249/MSS.0000000000000325
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/24598696
http://doi.org/10.1017/dmp.2015.50
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/25906972
http://doi.org/10.1136/bmjopen-2021-058063
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/35393324
https://undocs.org/A/HRC/47/46
http://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.321
http://doi.org/10.3390/su11123324
http://doi.org/10.1080/1523908X.2016.1223540
http://doi.org/10.1108/JMP-07-2013-0221
http://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph18041748
http://doi.org/10.1038/s41467-021-24245-y
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34230472
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.archger.2020.104113
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32554218
http://doi.org/10.1093/geront/gnq007
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20172902
http://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17113772
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/32466501
http://doi.org/10.1177/1049731519892620
http://doi.org/10.2105/AJPH.2012.300663
http://doi.org/10.1038/nclimate2728
http://doi.org/10.3390/bs9090096
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2020.101434
http://doi.org/10.1108/17568691011089891
http://doi.org/10.3390/su12093782


Sustainability 2022, 14, 16366 13 of 13

31. Ayalon, L.; Tesch-Römer, C. Contemporary Perspectives on Ageism; Springer Nature: Cham, Switzerland, 2018.
32. World Health Organization. Global Report on Ageism: Executive Summary. 2021. Available online: chromeextension://

oemmndcbldboiebfnladdacbdfmadadm/https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/340205/9789240020504-eng.pdf
(accessed on 25 September 2022).

33. Ayalon, L.; Keating, N.; Pillemer, K.; Rabheru, K. Climate change and mental health of older persons: A human rights imperative.
Am. J. Geriatr. Psychiatry 2021, 29, 1038–1040. [CrossRef]

34. Bergmann, Z.; Ossewaarde, R. Youth climate activists meet environmental governance: Ageist depictions of the FFF movement
and Greta Thunberg in German newspaper coverage. J. Multicult. Discour. 2020, 15, 267–290. [CrossRef]

35. Roy, S.; Ayalon, L. Ageism in the global climate movement: Bridging the gap toward a common goal. Under review in Gerontolo-
gist. 2022.

36. Elliott, R. The ‘Boomer remover’: Intergenerational discounting, the coronavirus and climate change. Sociol. Rev. 2022, 70, 74–91.
[CrossRef]

37. Ritchie, J. Movement from the margins to global recognition: Climate change activism by young people and in particular
indigenous youth. Int. Stud. Sociol. Educ. 2021, 30, 53–72. [CrossRef]

38. Evans, J. Mapping the vulnerability of older persons to disasters. Int. J. Older Pers. Nurs. 2010, 5, 63–70. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
39. Campbell, S.; Greenwood, M.; Prior, S.; Shearer, T.; Walkem, K.; Young, S.; Bywaters, D.; Walker, K. Purposive sampling: Complex

or simple? Research case examples. J. Res. Nurs. 2020, 25, 652–661. [CrossRef] [PubMed]
40. Braun, V.; Clarke, V. Thematic Analysis. In APA handbook of Research Methods in Psychology, Vol. 2: Research Designs: Quantitative,

Qualitative, Neuropsychological, and Biological; Cooper, H., Camic, P.M., Long, D.L., Panter, A.T., Rindskopf, D., Sher, K.J., Eds.;
American Psychological Association: Washington, DC, USA, 2012; pp. 57–71.

41. Stuckey, H.L. The second step in data analysis: Coding qualitative research data. J. Soc. Health Diabetes 2015, 3, 7–10. [CrossRef]
42. Kostova, I. Thick description. In The Wiley-Blackwell Encyclopedia of Social Theory; John Wiley & Sons Ltd.: Chichester, UK, 2017;

pp. 1–2.
43. Creswell, J.W.; Miller, D.L. Determining validity in qualitative inquiry. Theory Pract. 2000, 39, 124–130. [CrossRef]
44. Ayalon, L. Life in a world for all ages: From a utopic idea to reality. Life in a World for All Ages: From A Utopic Idea to a Reality.

J. Elder. Policy 2020, 1, 39–67. [CrossRef]
45. Tolppanen, S.; Kärkkäinen, S. The blame-game: Pre-service teachers views on who is responsible and what needs to be done to

mitigate climate change. Int. J. Sci. Educ. 2021, 43, 2402–2425. [CrossRef]
46. Anderson, D.; Chubb, P.; Djerf-Pierre, M. Fanning the blame: Media accountability, climate and crisis on the Australian “fire

continent”. Environ. Commun. 2018, 12, 928–941. [CrossRef]
47. Haq, S.M.A.; Ahmed, K.J. Perceptions about climate change among university students in Bangladesh. Nat. Hazards 2020, 103,

3683–3713. [CrossRef]
48. Koehrsen, J. Muslims and climate change: How Islam, Muslim organizations, and religious leaders influence climate change

perceptions and mitigation activities. WIREs Clim. Chang. 2021, 12, e702. [CrossRef]
49. Scoville-Simonds, M. Climate, the Earth, and God—Entangled narratives of cultural and climatic change in the Peruvian Andes.

World Dev. 2018, 110, 345–359. [CrossRef]
50. Jürkenbeck, K.; Spiller, A.; Schulze, M. Climate change awareness of the young generation and its impact on their diet. Clean.

Responsib. Consum. 2021, 3, 100041. [CrossRef]
51. Kim, M.J.; Hall, C.M. Can Climate Change Awareness Predict Pro-Environmental Practices in Restaurants? Comparing High and

Low Dining Expenditure. Sustainability 2019, 11, 6777. [CrossRef]
52. Wi, A.; Chang, C.H. Promoting pro-environmental behaviour in a community in Singapore—From raising awareness to be-

havioural change. Environ. Educ. Res. 2019, 25, 1019–1037. [CrossRef]

chromeextension://oemmndcbldboiebfnladdacbdfmadadm/https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/340205/9789240020504-eng.pdf
chromeextension://oemmndcbldboiebfnladdacbdfmadadm/https://apps.who.int/iris/bitstream/handle/10665/340205/9789240020504-eng.pdf
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.jagp.2021.06.015
http://doi.org/10.1080/17447143.2020.1745211
http://doi.org/10.1177/00380261211049023
http://doi.org/10.1080/09620214.2020.1854830
http://doi.org/10.1111/j.1748-3743.2009.00205.x
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/20925759
http://doi.org/10.1177/1744987120927206
http://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/34394687
http://doi.org/10.4103/2321-0656.140875
http://doi.org/10.1207/s15430421tip3903_2
http://doi.org/10.18278/jep.1.1.3
http://doi.org/10.1080/09500693.2021.1965239
http://doi.org/10.1080/17524032.2018.1424008
http://doi.org/10.1007/s11069-020-04151-0
http://doi.org/10.1002/wcc.702
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.worlddev.2018.06.012
http://doi.org/10.1016/j.clrc.2021.100041
http://doi.org/10.3390/su11236777
http://doi.org/10.1080/13504622.2018.1528496

	Introduction 
	Methods 
	Participants 
	Interview Guide 
	Procedure 
	Analysis 

	Findings 
	Who Is Responsible? Assigning Responsibility for the Current Climate Situation? 
	The Responsibility of Governments/Municipalities and Corporations 
	The Responsibility of Individuals (In General) 
	The Responsibility of God 
	The Responsibility Is in Our Hands (Personal Responsibility) 

	What am I Doing? Actions Are Taken by Older Persons to Address the Current Situation 
	What should Be Done Next? Ways to Alleviate the Current Climate Situation 

	Discussion 
	References

