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This paper is an exploratory study investigating motivators of teenagers to both attend and
not attend a climate change related protest event. Using open-ended surveys and focus
groups, 16-19-year-old Australian students were asked about their motivators to attend
and abstain from School Strike 4 Climate events. Through qualitative analysis and thematic
coding, results show key motivators to attend a Strike include climate change and acts of
political participation that provide youth with a public voice. Protest is positioned as a key
part of teen political repertoires. Reasons for non-attendance included prioritizing
schoolwork and low efficacy in protest or participatory action. However, low efficacy in
climate change mitigation, or an outright rejection of climate science, was not evident in this
sample. Overall, reasons for attendance and non-attendance at a Strike event were not
direct mirror images of the other, and implications for inclusion of non-participants in further
studies is discussed in this light.

Keywords: youth, climate strike, fridays for future, school strike for climate, Australia, youth activism, protest
mobilization, protest motivation

INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE

Introduction and Contribution

This paper explores young people’s motivations to attend or not attend an environmental activism
event. Through surveys and focus groups with 15-19-year-old Australian students, this research
provides an exploratory introduction to how teenagers discuss their decisions to not participate in a
School Strike four Climate event, as well as contributing further examples on their motivations to
participate. This research engages with teenagers directly, qualitatively analyzing open ended
questions where young people report reasons for both attending and not attending a Strike. The
findings form the basis for exploratory work into the motivators of Strike participation and
abstention in late-teens, a chronically under-researched age group in political studies, and
contribute to the broader picture of youth environmental activism with students who both
attend or not attend School Strike events.

Social Movements and the School Strike

The School Strike 4 Climate (otherwise known as Fridays for Future, Climate Strike or Skolstrejk for
Klimatet) is a growing movement of young people leaving school—going on strike—to protest
government inaction on climate change. Started by then-16-year-old Greta Thunberg, the movement
has swelled to millions of participants across 125 countries, and continues to operate even under
crippling COVID-19 pandemic conditions. But research on the motivations of these young people to
participate in a Strike is scarce.
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To begin our exploration of these Strikes, we look first to
extensive literature on factors that motivate people to attend
collective action events. Klandermans and Oegema (1987)
contribute the model of “Mobilization Potential” (p. 519),
exploring elements that must align for protest participation:
people must hear about the event, sympathize with both the
aims and format of the event, be motivated to attend, and also be
enabled to attend (van Stekelenburg and Klandermans, 2013).

Further, van Zomeren et al. (2008) contribute a
comprehensive model for exploring the effects of social
identity in collective action. The Social Identity Model of
Collective Action (SIMCA) is an integrated model of three key
socio-psychological predictors for collective action: injustice,
efficacy and identity (van Zomeren et al, 2008). This model
has been used by scholars to delve deeper into motivators of
young School Strike attendees. For example, Briigger et al. (2020)
integrate the SIMCA to explore Strike motivations of over 4,000
Swiss youth aged 14-25. Their study found that social identity
(the extent to which participants associate with other Strikers) as
well as students risk perception of climate change were key factors
in predicting engagement with the School Strike movement.

In exploration of the School Strike, a range of these factors
from mobilization potential to social identity may be useful in not
only investigating how young people come to attend or discuss
protest events, but also how they may fall out of the participation
pool, highlighting factors that could contribute to their non-
attendance.

Youth Attendance at a Strike Event

While it may be difficult to assess young people’s level of climate
change engagement (Partridge, 2008), they have been found on
numerous occasions to be knowledgeable about climate (Lee
et al., 2020), concerned (Bentley et al., 2004), and emotional
about (Ojala, 2012) the realities of climate change. The Strikes
have been shown to connect deeply with young people’s climate
anxieties (McKnight, 2020), reflecting young people’s negative
and pessimistic experiences with climate change (Han and Ahn,
2020).

However, it has become a common trope that young people
are ‘politically disengaged’ from civic life (Harris, et al., 2010).
Despite this misconception, young people are instead well known
to be politically active in ways that deviate from classical views of
‘political engagement’ (Norris, 2003; Pickard, 2019). While
‘political behaviors’ in the past have been centered around
engagement with formal structures of government such as
knowledge of polity processes, or participating in political
campaigning (Delli and Michael, 2000), young people today
are much more likely to be issues-focused in their political
engagement (Pickard and Bessant, 2018). This means that
political behaviors to young people may instead constitute a
repertoire of signing petitions, consumer politics such as
boycotting brands, and protesting.

Via the School Strike movement, young people are using
political action to voice their concern for their futures and the
environment (McKnight, 2020), which pushes back against the
picture of a passive youth citizen, despite politics often being
‘done to’ young people rather than actively including them (Fyfe,
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2009; Andersson, 2015). These Strikes distinctly focus on
governmental entities or the “State” (de Moor et al., 2020a, p.
4) as important actors in mitigation of climate change, which
appears at odds with prior research investigating youth locus of
control in environmental care. As an example, Fielding and Head
(2012) found that, among Australians aged 18-24 years, a view
that ‘governments are responsible for protecting the
environment’ related significantly to lower levels of pro-
environmental behavior. A similar (but not significant)
relationship was apparent for 12-17-year-old’s (Fielding and
Head, 2012). This poses an interesting contrast for researchers
of the School Strike. While the refocus to the state does not equate
to faith in political institutions to solve the climate crisis (de Moor
et al., 2020a) there exists an opportunity here to build on existing
findings where youth are imploring governments to take greater
responsibility for environmental management.

Research with participants of this fast growing movement,
however, can be challenging, and few studies have been able to
engage directly with young people to explore how and why the
School Strike movement has become what we see today. Sources
such as editorials, speeches, interviews and other public domain
material from youth Strike participants have been used to explore
narratives in School Strike discourse, particularly that of
influential Greta Thunberg (Han and Ahn, 2020). Similarly,
for example, letters written by United States students to the
office of the President demanding climate action have also
been used to explore the movement (Zummo et al., 2020).
Broadly, three key themes emerged from the writings:
solution-oriented  discourse, which included positive
affirmations of community and government level climate
mitigations; climate politics discourse, including advocacy for
policy-based solutions and anti-capitalist themes; and discourse
of doom, and the impacts of climate change on humans and
animals (Zummo et al., 2020).

Large scale surveys of climate strike participants (Wahlstrom
et al, 2019; de Moor et al, 2020b) provide the most
comprehensive investigations to date on young Strike
participants and their protest motivations. Specifically relevant
to this study, Collin et al. (2020) contribute to de Moor et al.
(2020b) by surveying participants at the Sydney, Australia, School
Strike in September 2019. Participants were invited to select (from
a number of pre-set responses) what their motivations for
participation were, where the most likely reported reason to
attend was to pressure political institutions on climate change
action (Collin et al., 2020). This was followed by expressions of
solidarity with the movement, and social factors such as someone
asking them to join were reported least likely. 10-15-year-old
attendees in this study were asked to describe in their own words
their reasons for attending (Collin et al., 2020): In addition to
reporting sentiments of pressuring governments, they also worry
about their futures, and this is consistent with other research in
this area that has examined narratives of anxiety in the way young
people discuss the Climate Strike (McKnight, 2020).

Further exploring young citizens motivations of School Strike
participation can help us to better understand how these
intersections of climate change and political action converge
for young citizens.
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Youth Non-Attendance at a Strike Event
Much School Strike research to date has understandably centered

on the motivators for student participation. However, non-
participation at an event does not necessarily signify a non-
engaged or apathetic student. Active non-participation in
political activity (such as abstaining, or boycotting an event) is
a distinct response from apathy or forced non-participation
(Harris et al.,, 2010), and understanding this behavior is key to
understanding the broader socio-cultural context surrounding
the School Strike movement.

Reasons for non-participation can in some cases be directly
linked to reasons for participation. For example, Klandermans
and Van Stekelenburg, (2014) posit that non-participation can be
the result of falling out of a protest mobilization potential pool.
That is, despite sympathizing with a movement, some people may
simply not be motivated to engage further, may not hear about an
event, or simply be unable to attend (Klandermans and Van
Stekelenburg, 2014).

Efficacy (or a lack thereof) can also be key to non-participation
(van Stekelenburg and Klandermans, 2013), and this can include
the perceived effectiveness of the protest event itself. Perceived
effectiveness here refers to a wide range of outcomes, from
capacity to influence political process through to achievement
of specific demands or goals of a protest group (Hornsey et al.,
2006). Hornsey at al. (2006) further propose that perceived
effectiveness of a movement may also incorporate broader
societal or individual goals, including recruitment of more
participants to a cause, influencing third parties (outside of the
protestors and their oppositional group), and also to use the
collective action as an avenue for expressing one’s personal values
and feelings on an issue.

Often, understanding of non-participation is inferred via
research of protest attendees and their motivations to
participate, rather than direct exploration of non-participation
as an active choice. Stuart et al. (2018) present an exception to this
participant-focused bias, surveying 112 Australians (mean age
32) that were sympathetic to a cause, but did not participate in
collective action. In this study, the authors looked into “negative
protester stereotypes, social incentives, identity performances,
and autonomy needs, and the ways in which they inform social
identity development and participative efficacy” (Stuart et al.,
2018, p. 260). They found that “motivated inaction” (Stuart et al.,
2018, p. 245) stemmed most commonly from: a misalignment
between support for a cause but little support for methods of
activism (such as protesting); rejection of being socially associated
with extreme activists; concern about loss of autonomy and
individual impact on individual efforts when becoming part of
a larger group. These active reasons highlight that non-
participation is not necessarily as simple as being the
‘opposite’  of  participation  (Klandermans and  Van
Stekelenburg, 2014), and other factors such as engagement
with social norms (how likely your social environment is to
enable or discourage participation) can also play a role in
decisions to not participate in collective action (Klandermans
and Van Stekelenburg, 2014).

Aside from internal drivers of non-participation, barriers or
reluctance to engage with activism such as the School Strike may
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be reflective of the adult power in young people’s lives, including
the political, educational and familial structures within which
young people operate. Youth are often dismissed as inexperienced
in adult-driven political systems, therefore unable to reliably
engage with its structures (Bessant, 2020). Young people
participating in the School Strike movement are no different,
heavily criticized on their inexperience with climate policy
(Feldman, 2020) and therefore their ability to engage with
issues brought about by the movement. It is no wonder,
therefore, that young people are often pessimistic about their
ability to make change in political systems, and can have low
confidence in specific political repertoires such as protest events
(Manning and Ryan, 2004).

In general, Australian students see themselves as politically
engaged, but have repeatedly reported low political self-efficacy
(Collin, 2008). Since political efficacy can act as a strong predictor
of civic action (Solhaug, 2006), exclusion from adult-dominated
spaces may be contributing to their disengagement from
movements such as the School Strike. One example of this
exclusion is a lack of youth representation in government,
which may lead to distrust and ultimately disengagement from
the system (Manning and Edwards, 2014). Manning and Ryan
(2004) conducted an Australian study of 13-25-year-olds,
through 755 surveys and a number of focus groups, reporting
low efficacy in certain forms of political participation, including
protesting. When asked what may increase this efficacy, young
people reported that meaningful consultation with adults
(through youth advisory councils and similar) would be a
promising pathway to more meaningful and impactful
engagement with polity (Manning and Ryan, 2004), suggesting
that current access points for young people are lacking in impact.
Given that political engagement and experience is still seen as a
top-down transfer of knowledge from adults to youth
(Andersson, 2015; Feldman, 2020), this exclusion from climate
politics may be pushing young people away from engaging with
the School Strike.

Other adult influences may include those of parents and
families, as parents play a considerable role in the socialization
of young people (Dalton, 1982). Practical barriers such as
transport to an event or not hearing of an event may also play
into non-participation (van Stekelenburg and Klandermans,
2013) and this may especially be the case where teenagers rely
strongly on parents to help them with transportation. Finally,
school communities are also administered by adults in positions
of power. Young people may also be disengaging in favor of other
priorities, such as work or school life (Harris et al., 2010), and
these too may be a reflection of other structural pressures on
their lives.

While large numbers of global students have been turning out
for School Strike events, studies focusing on participants may miss
the critical barriers or decision making that results in non-
participation, an equally crucial part of the School Strike or
broader youth activism narrative. As outlined by this
literature, while there are similarities in reasons for both
attendance and non-attendance, one is not a direct reflection
of the other (see also Klandermans and Van Stekelenburg, 2014).
This research contributes the first exploratory research into why
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TABLE 1 | Prompts given in each stage of data collection.
Prompt

Have you attended a Climate Strike event?
What was your main reason for attending/not attending a Climate Strike event?

Why do you think people attend/not attend a Climate Strike event? Your own reasons or reasons of others.
Much media has stated that students attend School Strike events in order to get a day off school. Could you reflect on this

statement, and tell me what you think about it?

young Australians may deliberately not be participating in a
School Strike event.

METHODS
Study Context and Theoretical Approach

The data presented here is part of a broader, exploratory mixed
methods study comprising a fully-online survey, and series of
online and offline focus groups, to explore motivators that
determine participation and abstention from School Strike
events. As a theoretical basis, the study used an explanatory
sequential design method (Ivankova et al, 2006) by first
deploying a quantitative survey and then delving deeper into
emerging themes via a series of focus groups. Here, we
qualitatively explore a sub-section of each of these methods,
specifically open-ended questions from the survey and focus
groups to the effect of “Why did you participate (or not
participate) in a School Strike event?” (Table 1).

The primary target group for this study was Australian pre-
voters. Young people have been described in literature in a variety
of ways, but categories such as ‘young adult’ or ‘child” are not
“natural objects or categories” (Bessant, 2020, p. 225). These
various descriptions have included: pragmatic approaches,
related to the organisation of a persons’ schooling or welfare
(Mizen, 2004; as cited in Collin, 2015); developmental stages
(Nilan et al., 2007); or simply an age group, such as between age
14 and 25 (see, for example, Collin, 2008). Manning and Edwards
(2014) note that young people occupy a grey area between child
and adult, and the attendees of the School Strike movement
certainly fall into this area. Therefore, this study focuses on
the ‘pre-voting citizen’, ‘pre-voter’ or “pre-citizen” (Harris
et al, 2007, p. 19) as a way of capturing late-teens that are
approaching the age in which they become democratic citizens in
the country of the study, Australia. This narrows the pool of
participants to roughly 16-19-year-old’s, without linking them
directly to a developmental or education level boundaries that can
be exclusionary in studies concerning youth political
participation.

Survey Methods

As the responses explored here are part of a broader study
exploring factors that influence participation in the School
Strike movement, the survey was first run as a pilot with
undergraduate university students in February of 2020. The
primary purpose of the pilot study was to ensure clarity in the
survey instrument, as this stage can help to refine both content

School Strike Motivators Australian Youth

Data collection tool

Pilot survey, full survey, focus groups
Pilot survey, full survey

Focus groups

Focus groups

and procedures of the broader study (Yin, 2003). Target
participants at this stage were undergraduate students of the
author’s university, Australian National University, as geographic
proximity and access can play a large role in selection of the pilot
case (Yin, 2003). For ethical considerations, all pilot participants
were over the age of 18 (the age of consent in Australia), with the
majority in either their first or second year of university studies.
Participants were recruited via first year lectures, as well as online
calls-for-participants on an unofficial student Facebook group.

Following the pilot, larger studies in this area have had success
engaging participants via schools (see, for example, Briigger et al.,
2020; Harker-Schuch et al, 2020). For this study, several
jurisdictions were approached to access public schools for
survey and focus group participation, with application
processes spanning from mid-2019 to early-2020. However, by
early-2020, the COVID-19 pandemic saw schools across the
world either closing or under excessive outside pressures. It
was then deemed ethically inappropriate to continue engaging
schools and Education Departments to participate in the study,
and recruitment was shifted fully online.

Calls for participants were placed on Twitter and Facebook,
targeting demographics specific to the study through purposive
sampling (see Flick, 2018). As purposive sampling targets groups
or individuals with sufficient knowledge of the topic (Etikan et al.,
2016), it was deemed appropriate to target teenagers and non-
voters through a number Facebook groups and pages where
knowledge of the School Strike movement was likely. These
targeted groups and pages included: undergraduate university
student groups; climate change and School Strike groups; a range
of political groups, such as those aligned with left/progressive,
centrist, and right wing political stances; and parenting or home
schooling groups, with a request for parents to pass on the survey
to their high-school aged teenagers. These demographics were
chosen as having the closest alignment with young people who
have heard of the School Strike movement, and made decisions to
attend or not attend an event. Due to the purposeful nature of this
sampling, the data presented is likely to exclude those that are not
politically or environmentally engaged in some manner. This
reflects a similar approach to other studies that have focused on
participation and non-participation among sympathizers of a
cause, rather than a random general population sample (see
Stuart et al., 2018).

The survey opened with the following questions:

1. Have you heard about the School Strike 4 Climate?
2. Have you attended a School Strike 4 Climate event? (If yes,
how many)
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TABLE 2 | Difference in demographics information collected at pilot and full-scale stages of survey deployment.

Pilot survey demographics

School/University year (current):

® Year 11
® Year 12
® University 1st year
® University 2nd year
® Other
Age:
® Under 15
e 15
® 16
e 17
e 18
e 19
® Over 19

3. What was your main reason for attending/not attending a
School Strike 4 Climate event?

The key to these questions is the deliberately open nature of
question three (3). Open questions have a number of benefits over
closed responses, such as avoiding closed question alternatives
influencing the respondent’s description of their thoughts
(Schuman and Presser, 1979). They can also form a basis for
further targeted lines of questioning by capturing a full range of
possible responses (Singer and Couper, 2017). Given this research
is exploratory, these results may in future serve to form the basis
for more closed survey responses, but in this instance the open
format was more appropriate than closed.

These questions remained unchanged between the pilot study
and full scale survey, and hence data from pilot responses to these
questions are also included in the analysis here. Table 2 shows the
only differences between the data sets used here, where the full-
scale study included a broader range of demographics
information.

Focus Group Methods

Six focus groups took place in total for this research, two as part of
the pilot study, plus two online and two in person (at a senior high
school) as part of the full-scale study. Significant changes were
made to the overall instrument after the pilot. Hence, the data
here is only from full deployment of the instrument, and the pilot
data has been excluded.

Distribution of the non-pilot survey included an option for
respondents to indicate interest in participating in a follow up
focus group. All respondents that left a contact email address
were contacted with sign up information for focus groups,
however none attended a focus group. Despite this, two focus

Full-scale
survey demographics

School/University year (current):
® Year 10
® Year 11
® Year 12
e University 1st year
e University 2nd year
e Other
Age:
e Under 16
* 16
e 17
e 18
® 19
e 20
e Over 20
| have voted in an Australian Federal election before
® Yes
® No
Post code:
Open response
| currently attend school/university
® Yes
® No

group participants disclosed that they also participated in the
survey portion of this research, though they were not recruited to
focus groups through the survey itself.

All participants that attended an online focus group were
recruited directly through social media or were referred by
someone in their network. This study also used purposive
sampling (Flick, 2018) to recruit participants. Similar to the
survey, teenagers of school age were specifically targeted to
participate in the study.

To this end, schools were approached to participate in the
study, as this stage of the research occurred after schools had
returned to on-campus teaching in the Australian Capital
Territory, Australia. Hence, two focus groups took place at a
non-government secondary school in Canberra, Australia. The
school was one of several cold-called institutions, and the author
had no prior affiliation with the school. Students from across
multiple year levels indicated that they knew one another, but
were not in the one social circle.

Across all focus groups, participants were categorized as part
of a “primary selection” (Morse, 1998, p. 73, as cited in Flick,
2018) process. That is, each participant was knowledgeable about
the topics, able to articulate their thoughts and reflections, and
had time and willingness to participate in the study (Morse, 1998,
as cited in Flick, 2018). Therefore all participants were integrated
into the final analysis.

Overall, focus groups ran for between 60 and 90 min, and were
audio and video recorded. Transcriptions of focus groups were
created by a combination of manual transcription and through
use of Otter.Al an artificial intelligence and machine learning
software for automatically transcribing audio (About Otter,
2021). Participants were able to choose their own pseudonyms
for the discussions, and these are reflected in the transcripts.
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Questions examined here are sub-sections of the full focus group
discussions, focusing only on conversation generated by the
specific prompts in Table 1.

In addition to asking participants to reflect on their own
motivators for attending a Strike event, participants were also
asked to reflect on why others may be attending. This style of
projective questioning, or “Most People Projective Questions”
(Ostapczuk and Musch, 2011, p. 399), is used in cases where
participants may be hesitant to share their own feelings on a topic,
where those feelings might be perceived as undesirable by others
(Ostapczuk and Musch, 2011). Given that the target age group of
16-19-year-old’s can be influenced by peers in their behaviors
and beliefs (see, for example, Gaviria and Raphael, 2001) and
environmental behaviors (Duarte et al., 2017), this style of
questioning allows participants the freedom to explore
responses to questions without the vulnerability of sharing
their own inner feelings. This style of projection questioning
also ensured that those who had not attended a Strike (or vice
versa) were given a place to contribute their context without
having personal experience.

Despite these measures, students participating in on-campus
focus groups were nominated by teaching staff to participate, and
these students were largely associated with the campus
environment collective. Therefore, there may be present an
element of social desirability bias (see Krumpal, 2013) in the
way in which students responded to focus group questions,
particularly with respect to reasons for non-participation. The
full range of on-campus perspectives on School Strike
participation and non-participation may also be limited by the
selected students, as environment collective members are likely to
be already engaged in pro-environmental behaviors and may be
over representing this viewpoint. Similarly, five of the online
focus group participants disclosed some measure of close
involvement with School Strike 4 Climate events, also
suggesting an over representation of environmentally engaged
participants in online focus groups.

Data Refinement
In total, 107 responses were recorded for the pilot survey. Of
these, 66 responses were excluded from the analysis, resulting in
an analyzed pilot sample of 41 responses. These exclusions
included any respondents that: were incomplete (n = 28); did
not specify an age or university level (n = 8); specified an age over
19 years, but did not specify first or second year of university (n =
29); were under the age of 18 (n = 1). Respondents that specified
they were over 19 years of age but still in first (n = 2) or second
year of university (n = 9) were included in the analysis, as was one
respondent that specified second year university but no age (n =
1). These inclusions were on the basis that both teenagers at
school and young adults at university are both within the category
of “emerging adult” (Furlong, 2017, p.36), and the common
experience of early university years situates them at the same
point in social development and career trajectory (for more on
milestones in emerging adulthood, see Furlong, 2017). All other
respondents that specified age 18 or 19 were included (n = 29).
In the full survey deployment, 248 survey responses were
gathered. Of these, any surveys with less than 10% completion
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were immediately excluded (n = 77), as not enough information
was gathered from these respondents to determine their
demographics. Any respondents that did not agree to the
conditions and terms of the study were also excluded (n = 2).
Voting in Australia is compulsory for those 18 years and over at
the time of an election. Therefore, respondents that declared they
had voted in a federal Australian election were also excluded (n =
32), as the study focused primarily on the category of pre-voting
teenagers, or those that had not formally engaged with civic
activity such as compulsory voting. Any respondents that were
under the age of 16 (n = 4) were also excluded from the analysis
due to ethical considerations of consent, as were those that did
not specify an age and indicated they had not yet voted (n = 2),
given that there is no way of knowing if these respondents were
over 16-years-old.

Overall, analysis was done with 16-19 + year olds that had not
voted in an Australian federal election, with the exception of some
pilot respondents (n = 11) whom specified early university
education level, but who’s voting history is unknown, as
previously mentioned. Of the total 354 recorded responses,
172 were included for analysis, and the full description of
these responses can be found in Table 3.

Focus group data were limited to sections of transcripts
specifically focusing on responses to the following prompts:

e Why do you think that people go to a School Strike for
Climate event?

e Why do you think people do not go to a School Strike for
Climate event?

e It has been reported via various media that students only
attend in order to get a day off school. Could you reflect on
that comment? What do you think of this?

Students in the pilot study were predominantly from the
Australian National University in Canberra, thus despite their
geographic information not being collected, they have been coded
as Australian Capital Territory (where the campus is located)
students. Similarly, the pilot study respondents were not asked if
they had previously participated in an electoral voting process,
and are all counted as ‘unknown’ in this case. Focus group
participants were also not asked about their participation in
voting, though as the age of voting in Australia is 18 and the
focus groups took place more than 12 months after the most
recent election, any participants aged 18 and under were assumed
not to have voted in an election, and were coded as such.

Analysis Method

Following methods outlined by Chun et al. (2019), this research used
a grounded theory approach, where after purposive sampling and
early thematic exploration during the pilot study phase, key themes
were coded and categorized. Initial coding followed an ‘open code’
approach, generating multiple provisional themes as they emerged
from the data (Charmaz, 2006), and grouping them under key
themes, which were generated in relation to key literature
surrounding protest motivation including social themes, efficacy,
or practical barriers to attendance at a Strike. Sub-categories were
generated under these themes and remained unchanged once
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TABLE 3 | Full overview of study respondents by demographic information, voting status, and whether they have attended a School Strike.

Number (percent), focus
group participants n = 21

Number (percent), full
sample n = 193

Characteristic Number (percent), pilot

survey n = 41

Number (percent), full
survey n = 131

Have attended a Climate Strike event

Yes 21 (561.2) 63 (48.1) 11 (62.4) 95 (49.2)
No 20 (48.8) 59 (45) 10 (47.6) 89 (46.1)
Have not heard of SS4C 0(0) 9 (6.9 0(0) 9 (4.7)
Gender
Female 29 (70.7) 89 (67.9) 14 (66.7) 132 (68.4)
Male 10 (24.4 28 (21.4) 2 (9.5 40 (20.7)
Gender diverse 1(2.4) 5 (3.8 0 (0) 6 (3.1)
Not disclosed 1(2.4) 9 (6.9 5 (23.8) 15 (7.8)
Age
Under 16 0( 0 (0) 3 (14.9) 3(1.6)
16 0 (0) 35 (26.7) 4 (19) 39 (20.2)
17 0 (0) 35 (26.7) 6 (28.6) 41 (21.2)
18 8 (19.5) 47 (35.9) 7 (33.3) 62 (32.1)
19 21 (561.2) 7 (6.3 14.8) 29 (15)
Over 19 11 (26.8) 5 (3.8 0 (0) 16 (8.3
Unknown 1(2.4) 2 (1.5) 0 (0) 3(1.6)
Current school year
High school year 9 0 (0) 0 (0) 1(4.8) 1(0.5)
High school year 10 0(0) 16 (12.2) 2 (9.5) 18 (9.9)
High school year 11 0 (0) 24 (18.3) 8 (38.1) 32 (16.6)
High school year 12 00 28 (21.4) 8 (38.1) 36 (18.7)
University year 1 21 (561.2) 49 (37.4) 2 (9.5 72 (37.3)
University year 2 20 (48.8) 1(0.8) 0 (0) 21 (10.9)
Not in school/uni 0(0) 6 (4.6) 0(0) 6 (3.1)
Unknown 0 (0) 7 (6.3 0 (0) 7 (3.6)
Have participated in election voting
Yes 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0) 0 (0)
No 0 (0) 131 (100) 20 (95.2) 151 (78.2)
Unknown 41 (100) 0 (0) 14.8) 42 (21.8)
State/Territory
ACT 40 (97.6) 37 (28.2) 14 (66.7) 91 (47.2)
NSW 0 (0) 35 (26.7) 1(4.8) 36 (18.7)
QLD 0 (0) 8 (6.1) 0 (0) 8 (4.1)
SA 0 (0) 7 (6.3 0 (0) 7 (3.6)
TAS 0 (0) 3 (2.3 3 (14.9) 6 (3.1)
VIC 0 (0) 26 (19.8) 3(14.3 29 (15)
WA 0 (0) 10 (7.6) 0 (0) 10 (6.2)
Unknown 1(2.4) 5(3.8) 0 (0) 6 (3.1)
TABLE 4 | Examples of two responses that were co-coded to multiple themes.
Data sample Emergent code co-occurrences
“Iwasn’t really involved in any groups that were planning to strike so | didn’t know about it until it happened. Also no one from ® No knowledge of event
my school really did it”. e Social: Peer influence
“My thought process was just like, oh, | don’t really know if it’s allowed, like, are we allowed to go? Am | going to have to have e Social: School administration
an absence (recorded) ? Or can |, like explain it? Because, you know, you can only have a certain number of (unexplained) e Unavailable: School commitment
absences in college. So it’s like, am | going to have an absence, how many do | already have? And then | was like, well, | have e Low efficacy: Individual

schoolwork, anyway, you know, and then I'm like, one person not going isn’t going to impact it. It all just stacks up.

saturation in codes became apparent (no new codes introduced to RESULTS
explain data) (Birks and Mills, 2015). This method was applied to all
short answer responses from collected surveys as well as focus group  Introduction

transcripts, and codes remained unchanged between data types.
Some statements were co-coded to two or more themes. Two
examples of code co-occurrences can be seen in Table 4, where a
survey response and focus group passage (each discussing protest
non-attendance) are coded to several themes each.

Overall, 41 respondents were analyzed from the pilot survey, 131
from the full distribution of the survey, and 21 participants from
four focus groups (Table 3). Across the samples, there was an
overrepresentation of female respondents, totaling close to 70% of
the full sample. Around equal numbers of respondents were in
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TABLE 5 | Key themes that emerged as motivators to attend a protest, by code and data type.

Theme Pilot occurrences

n = 21 (percent sample)

Climate change 8 (38.1)
Political pressure 5 (23.8)
Movement support 5 (23.8)
Concern for future 2 (9.5)
Youth voice 2 (9.5)
Social 14.8)
Personal responsibility 0 (0)

Emotional (e.g. anger, frustration, excitement) 00

Greta thunberg 0 (0)

Other “greater good” sentiment 2 (9.5)

high school or early year university, and most common age as
18 years old. All respondents were either known to have not voted
in an election (which is compulsory in Australia over the age of
18), or their electoral participation was unknown. Approximately
half of the sample had attended at least one School Strike event
(49.2%), while the remainder had not (46.1%) or had not heard of
the School Strike movement (4.7%).

Motivation to Attend
In survey responses, the most common reason for attending a
protest event was related to climate change, and nearly half of all
respondents mentioned climate in some form. Key themes that
emerged under the climate change code included references to
global responsibility, climate justice, concern for the
environment, and other general mentions of climate change.
The frequency of these responses, along with all other
recorded motivators to attend a protest, can be seen in Table 5.
Mentions of climate change took many forms, from generic
responses of “promote climate change action” (anon, 18,
university first year), “climate matters” (anon, over 19,
university second year) and “passion for the environment”
(anon, 17, year 11) to the more in-depth:

o “Improve awareness of the importance of climate action
amongst young people” (anon, 17, year 11)

o “Belief that Australia needs to do drastically more to tackle
climate change and that it is the biggest threat to our planet
and our lives at the moment and into the future.” (anon, 17,
university first year)

o “Show my support for action on climate change in a tangible
way and be a role model for younger students at school
through my environment group.” (anon, 19, university first
year)

Young people are generally knowledgeable about climate
change (Lee et al, 2020), and given the high level of
engagement with pro-environmental behavior of this age
group (Bentley et al, 2004), this is an unsurprising result
(for more on protesting as a form of pro-environmental
behaviour, see Dono et al., 2010). These responses had
considerable overlap with concerns for futures theme code,
with participants expressing concern for both their own
futures and the futures of others.

Survey occurrences
n = 63 (percent sample)

Focus group occurrences
(unique sources)

23 (36.5) 9(7)
20 (31.7) 4(4)
14 (22.2) 6 (7)
15 (23.8) 7
5(7.9) 13 (1)
5(7.9) 9 (5)
6 (9.5) 0()
2(3.2) 6 (5)
1(1.6) 0 (0)
5(7.9) 0(0)

This echoes long-standing research showing emotional
associations with and concerns for climate futures of young
people (for example, see Connell et al, 1999), and some
respondents had strongly emotional engagements with the
conception of fighting for their futures. Some were a simple “I
was anxious about the climate” (anon, 18, year 12), others were
more in-depth:

e “I am sick of the govt not listening to what we want, we are
Australian citizens too and their decisions impact my life, the
lives of those around me and the future of Australia.”
(anon, 17)

e “I am scared I won’t have a future.” (anon, 17, year 11)

o “Catastrophic future effects climate change will have on the
human race, will be much worse if it’s ignored. Which is what
is happening with the Liberal [conservative Australian]
government.” (anon, 18, university first year)

Emotional responses also often had clear targets of
frustrations, in the form of adult power structures. As in
Holmberg and Alvinius (2019), the global youth Climate
Strikes have shifted youth rebellion from distinct actors (such
as parents or teachers, people in their local area) to abstract actors
(such as against “the establishment, against (in)decisions, against
companies”, p. 88). Note the abstract actors in these two
responses from school focus groups in the present study, such
as the ambiguous “you” or “they”, “federal government”, and “Sky
News”:

Jess (18, year 12): I feel like... I don’t know... We were so
highly educated about environmental issues from a
young age and then it kind of just ... I don’t know,
gets filtered out of us a bit. But it’s good to just be like
“you taught us all this stuff, and it’s so clear that if we
keep treating the environment the way we are it’s going
to die” essentially, so like... Why? Why is nothing being
done? Why are we being so heavily educated but then it
seems like nothing is actually being done beyond that?
(then, later in the discussion)

Michael (18, year 12): To add to that, like, the
government is saying that all kids should stay in

school but in school we're learning about all the
environmental problems and we’re taught to do
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something, create change, but when we actually try,
we’re pushed back and (they’re saying) “no, go back to
school”. So what’s the point in telling us that we need to
fix these environmental problems but then tell us “no,
you can’t do it”

Jess (18, year 12): Yeah, it’s like they teach you to try to
change the world but then when you try to, they limit
you. Like it’s a very paradoxical type situation.
Moderator: When youre both are talking about
“they”—who are you thinking about? Who is “them”?

Dani (18, year 12): Everyone else.

(all laugh)

Jess (18, year 12): Teachers, politics, even every-
Dani (18, year 12): Adults.

(all agree)

Dani: People in power.

Adam (17, year 12): I think there’s a lot of people today,
especially young people who do want to make a
difference, like Greta Thunberg, but a lot of young
people feel like they’re not being listened to.
Especially by the federal government at the moment.
You know, if you turn on Sky News, when Greta
Thunberg was really big, there was a lot of attacks on
her and I think young people are deeply frustrated at the
moment of the lack of-of inaction on climate change
perceived threat. And if people could stand up and wave
arms about it, you get a bit of publicity. And it gets the
word going about in, you know, people’s living rooms.
And I think that’s really powerful. Like I think that’s
why people want to go down to the protest. Not just to
meet people but actually, you know, promote a
conversation and promote change, I think.

Despite these heavy emphases on environmental engagement
and futures, the Strikes are also a political act in Generation Z’s
civic repertoire. Political pressure was a key motivator mentioned
across both survey groups, and this mirrors results seen from
Collin et al. (2020), who also surveyed Australian Strike
participants. Examples included:

o “Protesting against the government’s inaction on climate
change and urging them to do better” (anon, 17, year 12)

e “I want government action on climate change and this was
the main way I saw as making that happen.” (anon, 18,
university first year)

e “I disagree with the current climate policy and want to
contribute to a political change to stop the climate crisis”
(anon, over 19)

Finally, as movement support is a key predictor of mobilization
potential (Klandermans and Oegema, 1987; van Stekelenburg and
Klandermans, 2013), there was also a notable number of generic and
specific statements of movement support, such as “To raise
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awareness and hopefully help to gain momentum in the
movement to create a legislative change!” (anon, 16, year 11).

In focus groups, key themes emerged in parallel and similar
forms to those of surveys. However, the most striking emergent
theme was around pathways for providing a youth voice through
the protest movement, indicating strong political efficacy for
those that attended protests. Hermione, 18-year-old university
first year student in Canberra, said this of the power of the
movement:

Hermione: I just thought, for me, I had always been
taught about climate change and I have always cared a
lot about it but it was just so much more than just the
science and facts of climate change. It’s also about me as
a youth, I felt like I had no say in anything. Not just
climate change, but anything. And I-you know, adults
are always saying ‘youth are so apathetic and they don’t
care’ and it’s like it’s because you don’t listen to us! You
don’t care! And so yeah, for me it was not just about
climate change but actually about you know, regaining
my democratic rights and actually being able to like
make my voice heard for literally the first time in my
life. Like, obviously I was 16 at that point, never voted,
so yeah was ... It was so much more than climate change
for me, it was like democracy as a whole and all of the
social justice and environmental stuff that comes
with that.

Other participants shared similar political frustrations, and
using the protest movement as a tool to express themselves as
young democratic citizens was a common theme. Lauren, 17-
year-old, year 11 Canberra student:

Lauren: I guess, going with a bit of a cliché. 'm only 17,
like I can’t vote. And yet it’s like... I'm going to inherit
the problem. And I feel like that’s where a lot of the
frustration stems from. That’s what a lot of the
arguments are based off, is that idea that we can’t do
anything. Well ... except for protest, there isn’t very
much that we can do as young people, and yet we’re
going to be the ones who have to deal with it.

Some students reflected on how the protest has enabled them
to make change, citing then-Prime Minister of Australia, Scott
Morrison’s acknowledgement of the protest as a sign that political
figures were paying attention to youth voices. Michael, 18, year
12, Canberra:

Michael: We're giving them their jobs. ... If we didn’t
vote for them, they wouldn’t have a job in the
government, so... It’'s a democracy. Our country is a
democracy. It’s based on people’s voices. If they’re not
heard, then it’s not a democracy anymore.

Moderator: Did it give you a voice?

Michael: Well yeah. Because (Scott Morrison) said ‘go
back to school’ to all the kids.
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TABLE 6 | Key themes that emerged for non-attendees of a protest event, by code and data type.

Theme Pilot occurrences Survey occurrences Focus group occurrences
n = 20 (percent sample) n = 59 (percent sample) (unique sources)

Unavailable 12 (60) 34 (57.6) 6 (8)
School commitment 2 (10) 22 (37.9) 5(7)
Work commitment 4 (20) 1(1.7) 1(1)
Other/Unspecified 6 (30) 10 (16.9) 0 (0)
Disagree with the event 6 (30) 5(8.5) 0 (0)
Low efficacy 3 (15) 3 (5.1) 8 (5)
Participative 0(0) 101.7) 4 (4)
Protest 3 (15) 2 (3.4 4 (3)
Social factors 00 6 (10.2) 17 (11)
School administration — 1(1.7) 8 (5)
Community consequences — 0 (0) 2(2
Parents - 2 (3.4) 5 (5)
Peer (pressure to not attend or lack or support to attend) - 3 (5.1) 2(2)
No/minimal knowledge of event 0(0) 7 (11.9) 3 (5)
Accessibility 2 (10) 1(1.7) 11
Apathetic 2 (10) 4 (6.8) 1(1)
Mention of climate change 4 (20) 0 (0) 0 (0)
No local event 00 2 (3.4) 0 (0)
Safety concerns 0 (0) 1(1.7) 5 (5)
Transport 0(0) 1(1.7) 0 (0)

In general, these findings are consistent with previous studies
that have explored an environmentally and politically engaged
youth, and contributes nuance around how young people view
protest movements such as the School Strike 4 Climate as a tool in
their arsenal for expressing their views on climate change.

Motivation to Abstain

Opverall, participants that had not attended a protest event were
most likely to have been unavailable, in disagreement with the
protest events, or influenced in some way by social factors such as
school administrators, parents, or peers. In general, there was far
more variation between sample groups in reasons for non-
attendance than reasons for attendance and all occurrences
and codes for non-attendance are outlined in Table 6.

The most commonly reported reason for students not
attending a protest was that they were unavailable, either with
school, work, or another unspecified reason. Unspecified reasons
reported in the surveys included general statements such as “I was
busy”, “I didn’t have time” or “it clashed with other commitments”.
Overwhelmingly, however, most respondents indicated that they
were prioritizing schoolwork over attendance at a protest event.
In fact, some respondents in focus groups indicated that school is
not only preferable, but that the personal consequences of leaving
outweighs desire to attend a protest:

Dani (18, year 12): I just didn’t go because I wanted to
do my schoolwork. I do want to learn. Like I do come to
school because I do want to learn and like I mean, a lot
of times they’re like “they just want a day off school”.
But to be honest, I think a lot of my friends that I talked
to you just didn’t go because they were like I have work
to do today. I need to be in class. I don’t understand this
concept like... I would love to go, but I do actually want
to be at school.

Jess (18, year 12): It punishes you by going because you
then have to catch up on this maths class, this maths

class, this chem class, this chem class, this chem class. It
obviously depends if youre, like, academically
motivated, I guess. But like a lot of kids are, and so
by going, it’s kind of like being inconvenient to yourself.

Sophie (16, year 11): September is like one of the
busiest school months. And that’s when the national
one is, so by going you're kind of digging yourself a hole.
So you kinda want to be there but... There’s going to be
not just actual punishment consequences, but you just
falling behind. Yeah, if youre going, you want to
be there.

This theme was consistent across survey and focus group
responses. In contrast, a visible difference between groups was the
way in which participants spoke about social factors influencing
non-attendance. From this theme emerged several subthemes,
and while no pilot study respondents mentioned these at all,
nearly 20% of all full survey respondents mentioned at least one.
These subthemes (plus examples) were:

e School administration: “very strict high school attendance
policies” (anon, 18, university first year)

e Parents: “because my parents aren’t comfortable with me
attending strikes that have the possibility that it would get out
of hand” (anon, 17, year 12)

e Peers (pressure to not attend or lack or support to attend):
“Nobody to go with” (anon, 18, not in school), and “no one
from my school really did it” (anon, 17, university first year)

Focus groups had in depth discussions about the extent to
which each of these factors influenced participation. School
community in particular was spoken of with suspicion, where
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students implied that school administrators had deliberately
made attempts to circumvent protest attendance by either
scheduling events on the same day, threatening consequences,
or blocking information getting to students:

Asha (16, year 11): they scheduled a practice [exam] on
that day, ’'m not sure if that was intentional or not. I
kind of get the feeling that it was.

Lara (16, year 11): [A neighboring school] scheduled
their [school dance] nearby and they said if they go [to
the protest] they can’t go to the [school dance]. This is
last year, I think.... So, I think not many girls went.

Lara: I think that unless you go looking for the
information, youre rarely gonna find it, like you
might see a poster in [the CBD]. And that’s kind of
it. I think that information is just not communicated to
everybody consistently.

(all agree)
Jill (17, year 11): It’s not very advertised.

Asha: Yeah. And if it is, like we were saying, the posters
get taken down [at school, by the administration].

(others agree)

Asha: Yeah. Like, people are trying to get rid of it. Stop
the information from getting to people.

In another example of focus group discussion on social factors,
students spoke of parental influence, though rarely did students
mention an opposition to climate action as reasoning for parental
hesitation:

Maya (16, year 11): I did want to go. My parents-my
mom, specifically, wasn’t too impressed about me
skipping a day of school, I guess. Just like more that
idea. And especially I guess for people our age, because I
couldn’t drive, and I live a fair way (away from the
protest) as well. So like just trying to organize my way
(to the protest) would be a bit difficult. That’s probably
the main factor.

Jenny (17, year 11): Oh, yeah. My mom would not-.
Honestly, I wanted to go but I just knew it wasn’t a
thing. I just couldn’t really ask because I already knew
the answer. It was like just an assumption. Like, well,
that’s just not something I would be allowed to go to.
And especially since we had a test on. I would just not
be, you know, it would not really be an option for me.
But definitely in the future. Definitely.

Many of these responses speak directly to adult structures of
governance in young people’s lives. Research has shown that
communities of support or opposition of protest participation
can influence non-participation (see, for example, Hensby, 2017),
and it is possible that this extends to adult structures in which
young people are deciding to participate or not.
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Some participants directly addressed a feeling of low political
power when it came to School Strike demonstrations, which may
contribute to non-attendance. This was particularly evident when
focus groups were asked to reflect on the popular notion that
some attendees may be simply participating to skip school.
Predominantly, discussion of this idea garnered two major
responses: that it was patronizing to insinuate students had no
other reasons to attend the protests, and that if there are students
that use the Strike as an excuse to leave school, these students do
not attend a Strike event. Adam (17, year 12, Canberra)
highlighted that political power was low among teenagers, and
that this was being weaponized against protestors in a
patronizing way:

Adam: I found (the response) from the government,
particularly the Prime Minister going ‘Oooh you know
those kids should go back to school because that’s where
they belong’, you know.. I found that a bit
disingenuous. And kind of a bit arrogant. Coming
from the Prime Minister going ‘Oooh they can’t vote
(yet) so’, you know, ‘we don’t have to listen to them™

This lack of political efficacy relates to many efficacious
reasons why respondents had not participated in a protest
event. Efficacy in this instance was split into two broad categories:

1. Protest efficacy: the belief that as a group, protests can achieve
their desired outcomes;

2. Participative efficacy: that one’s individual contributions will
make a difference to the group or collective of activists (van
Zomeren et al., 2013).

A lack of protest efficacy was evident across both survey and
focus group responses, from general statements such as “I feel like
it wouldn’t do much for actually changing policy” and “Don’t think
they work” through to more in depth examples:

e “The net payoff for me attending the strike will be
significantly lower than anything else I could be doing
with my time, in large because I don’t believe it will effect
(sic) government policy or the rate of climate change” (anon,
19, university second year)

o “They were for sure, aware of (climate change) and concerned
about it. But the strike format, they were just like, well,
politicians are just not going to pay any attention. It’s not a
vote. They’re not gonna win voters by supporting it. Most
likely. They’re conservative politicians. They’re just gonna
keep being conservative.” (Tad, 18, year 12)

Participative efficacy, on the other hand, was slightly less
prevalent in surveys, as compared to focus groups. For
example, Grace, 17-year-old year 12 student in Canberra, said
this of her reasoning to not attend:

Grace: Personally, I didn’t go because like, I feel like it
wouldn’t make a difference if I went or not. And I could
make more difference, like working hard in school and
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trying to like get a job where I can influence them more
directly. Yeah, like. I felt like I wouldn’t be heard if
I went.

Finally, while a lack of efficacy seemed an issue for many
respondents, 16-year-old year 11 student Maya, remained
hopeful about the impacts that protests can have, despite not
having been to one herself:

Maya: I think specifically, if you look at like other issues
in the past, I think protests are really powerful way to
show the government-Specifically for school kids who I
feel like a lot of the time, we feel like we’re controlled
with every single part of our lives. So to show that we
have this, like, passion, and we will go out of our way to
prove that we want to fight for what’s right, it shows that
maybe they should actually start to take into account
our views on the system.

This small example highlights that a lack of political efficacy is
not necessarily an underlying factor in all respondents that chose
not to participate in a Strike.

Finally, event disagreement was also a prominent motivator for
non-participation. While efficacy refers to the outcomes of
engagement with collective action, this code is distinct in that
it refers more broadly to “sympathizers” (Oegema and
Klandermans, 1994, p. 703) who agree with a cause and its
merits, but not with the avenue through which it has been
pursued. Categories that emerged under this code mirror two
of three described by Stuart et al. (2018): disagreement on
methods, and reluctance to associate with the protesting group.
It’s worth noting here that the third of Stuart et al. (2018) factors
of non-participation is a loss of autonomy in a group/crowd
setting. In the present study, this has instead been captured by the
participative efficacy code.

On disagreement of methods, the pilot sample (predominantly
early university students from a Canberra university) frequently
mention centering education over protesting:

e “Don’t see the point, I study environmental science but think
all our problems are better solved practically with actual
science. Of course it’s important to speak out about such
issues but I don’t think it makes a huge difference apart from
landing on (sic) the media as policies don’t really change as a
result and even the people striking are just as ignorant to their
immediate impacts on the environment” (anon, 18,
university first year)

o “I prefer to educate myself so that I can be more useful when
stopping climate change—if I continue well with uni I can be
more effective than just another face in the crowd. So I won’t
skip classes just to protest” * (anon, 19, university first year)

® “Busy day and large strikes aren’t my thing, I research in
renewables so I don’t have the T'm not doing enough for
climate change’ guilt” (anon, 19, university second year)

*Did not attend a protest, but did not give a reason why. This
statement was made in open response at the end of the survey
asking for any further comments.
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For those that were reluctant to associate with other protestors,
the focus was instead on the risks of using protest as a form of
expression:

e “Concern about how the strike could make too significant a
proportion of voters turn away from caring about climate
action.” (anon, 18, university first year)

e “Don’t believe in the form of activism it promotes and the
groups that are associated with it” (anon, 18, university first
year)

Again, these responses are distinct from those exhibiting low
efficacy, as they don’t comment directly on the effectiveness of
protesting on a group or individual level. Instead these responses
speak to being outside a mobilization potential that agrees with
both social movement goals and format (Klandermans and
Oegema, 1987).

Respondents that disagreed with protest methods, listed
above, were also three of four responses (across non-
attendees) that specifically mentioned the environment, and
each statement was co-coded as such. The final mention of
environment was one 19-year-old student in first year
university who stated “Ineffective, climate change is overhyped”
as their reason for non-attendance. While youth ‘belief in climate
change is beyond the scope of the present study, this has been
explored extensively elsewhere (for example, see Stevenson et al.,
2014). It is interesting to note that while political efficacy may be
low among respondents, low climate efficacy (the ability to
influence climate change) was not an evident theme.

Broadly speaking, reasons for non-attendance were complex
and multi-layered. One student, Dani, an 18-year-old year 12
student in Canberra, summed up this complexity, stating this of
her reasons for not going to a protest:

Dani: My thought process was just like, oh, I don’t really
know if it’s allowed, like, are we allowed to go? Am I
going to have to have an absence (recorded)? Or can I,
like explain it? Because, you know, you can only have a
certain number of (unexplained) absences in (senior
high school). So it’s like, am I going to have an absence,
how many do I already have? And then I was like, well, I
have schoolwork, anyway, you know, and then I'm like,
one person not going isn’t going to impact it. It all just
stacks up.

DISCUSSION

This research explored motivators of teenagers to either attend or
not attend a School Strike protest event, finding non-participation
is motivated by a distinct set of factors separate to those that
motivate participation. In general, young people attending Strikes
are motivated by a concern for the climate, and see protesting as a
key part of their political repertoire. Non-participants were not
necessarily found to be the ‘opposite’ of attendees: predominantly,
non-attendees were simply unavailable or prioritizing studies in
favor of attending a Strike. Various levels and types of low efficacy
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(participative and protest) were also found to be key motivators to
not attend a Strike, as were social factors such as pressure from
adults or peers, though the latter were more prominent in school-
based focus groups than in surveys.

For many respondents, there was not a singular clear-cut
reason for attendance or non-attendance, and the way in
which young people explore issues of environmental activism
can be complex, intertwining many different competing
priorities. We see this especially when students speak of
government action and their desire for stronger action on
climate change: pro-environmental positions are closely linked
to political acts. While this is to be expected from the School Strike
movement, it highlights how young people’s political engagement
is strongly tied to issues rather than political structures (Norris,
2003; Pickard, 2019), and enacted through new opportunities of
participation through “issues-based networks” (Collin and
Mccormack, 2019, p. 497). In the case of many respondents
here, participation is not an ‘either-or’ proposition between an
environmental or political motivator.

This research found that non-participants did not mirror
participants with a direct lack of political or environmental
engagement, despite non-participation often being inferred
directly from participant studies. Non-participants in this
study very rarely exhibited active hostility toward the
movement, climate change, or engagement with politics more
broadly. In opposition to the popular idea that young people use
the Strike as an excuse to leave school (Barraclough, 2019; RNZ,
2021), respondents in this study highlight that staying at school or
prioritizing school work is a key factor in not attending a Strike.
This is consistent with work of Harris et al. (2010), who’s study on
Australian youth political engagement showed students top
personal concerns were “getting a good job” (p. 17) and
“doing well in studies” (p. 17).

Placing a high importance on schoolwork may also be
indicative of structural constraints that exist for young people,
as imposed by adults. Especially in focus groups, respondents
were cognizant of the influence that school administrators and
parents had over their ability to go to a protest. Namely, there was
a concern that students would face consequences by attending a
Strike, from both school administrators and family. Parents can
play an important role in a young person’s engagement with
climate change, as they are seen as a trusted source of information
(Corner et al.,, 2015), contributor of social norms around pro-
environmental behavior (Busch et al., 2019), and can influence a
young person’s climate change risk perception level (Mead et al.,
2012). While the specific contributions of parents on participants
willingness to engage are beyond the scope of the present study,
what we see here is a much more practical demonstration of
parental influence. Parents may have a direct influence on the
mobilization potential (Klandermans and Oegema, 1987) of
young people seeking to engage in environmental activism by
removing student ability to attend an event despite intention and
motivation to do so.

Participants of a Strike also referred to adult influences in
several instances, especially as targets of the resistance movement.
These included abstract actors such as governments, news
providers and more broadly ‘adults’. It is clear from the
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framing of these comments that adults are seen as a blanket
“out group” (Fielding and Hornsey, 2016, p. 2), and the results
presented here support research showing a shift in youth
resistance from distinct individuals to broad and complex
abstract groups (Holmberg and Alvinius, 2019).

Respondents also frequently highlighted a lack of agency in
political process, which, while not an overwhelmingly prominent
response, did arise as a reason for non-attendance. For those
wishing to engage, lack of youth voice to parliament may lead to
disengagement from the system (Manning and Edwards, 2014).
However, rhetorically speaking, political figures use dismissive
language in order to belittle the agency of young people attending
the Strikes (Feldman, 2020), such as implying young people are
only attending a Strike to skip school. But this rhetorical
engagement can also be seen as a positive, as reflected in
comments from 18-year-old Michael, who wused political
acknowledgement of the Strike as a sign of movement impact.
Conversely, there may be adverse consequences for young people
constantly exposed to negative stereotyping from adults,
incorrect or otherwise. Several focus group respondents noted
that they had heard young people were attending Strikes to ‘skip
school’ and assumed this motivation to be true of their peers. The
risk here is that repeatedly being stereotyped may have a backfire
effect and begin to influence young people of this age group,
resulting in a self-belief of the negative stereotype (Bessant, 2020).
Noting how young people speak of their agency, and respond to
broader rhetoric, in adult government structures is important to
consider in the broader conversation on youth political
engagement.

However, structural barriers are not the only mechanisms for
disengagement, and psychological processes can also play a role in
a decision to step back from political acts such as protest (Stuart
etal., 2018). In some cases, non-participants in this study showed a
rejection of the methods or people engaged with the School Strike
movement. There was a concern among rejecters of the movement
that association with activists can turn other voters away from the
cause, or that activists were a group to be in opposition with.
However, there was no rejection of climate change action, other
than one response out of all samples. This tension between being a
sympathizer of a cause (Klandermans and Oegema, 1987) and not
wanting to participate in the collective action due to the methods or
identities of the activists strongly supports previous research in this
area (see Stuart et al., 2018). Interestingly, this rejection of methods
or other protest actors was evident in the survey sample, but not in
the focus groups. This may point to a certain level of desirability
bias (Krumpal, 2013) in the focus groups, where participants could
be influenced by normative attitudes in the group that would
suggest that, overall, the protest movement is a positive form of
collective action.

Distinct from event agreement or disagreement, efficacious
people tend to be drawn to normative actions such as protesting
(Tausch et al,, 2011). This may be why efficacy was an implicit
underlying factor in many responses from participants who had
attended Strike events. In the Tausch et al. (2011) study, however,
non-efficacious people were associated with non-normative or
extreme forms of activism. By contrast, a lack of efficacy in the
present study was more visibly explicit in those that had decided
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not to attend a protest. Though we cannot know whether these
respondents are engaging in other forms of extreme activism, we
can investigate their levels of efficacy in both an individual and
group sense. Efficacy was coded specifically in non-attendee
responses via protest efficacy—whether these specific actions
have an effect on policy—and participative efficacy—whether
individual contributions will make a difference to the group
action. These two codes in combination highlighted a notable
absence of low political efficacy, or the sense that one’s individual
actions can’t influence political process (Campbell et al., 1954; as
cited in van Stekelenburg and Klandermans, 2013). Overall, the
combination of event rejection and efficacy codes almost directly
mirrored the work of Stuart et al. (2018), who found that
disagreement on methods, reluctance to associate with the
protesting group and a loss of autonomy in a group/crowd
setting were key reasons where people decided not to
participate in collective action. The present study takes this
theory specifically into the realm of youth activism, finding it
applicable to sympathizers much younger than those who
participated in the original Stuart et al. (2018) study, which
had a mean age of 32.5 years (SD = 13).

The general consensus in the present sample that climate
mitigation is a positive (or, at least, not outwardly negative) cause
links strongly with the underlying finding that participants
exhibited a concern for their future as a reason to participate
in a Strike. This echoes the Harris et al. (2010) study mentioned
previous, where “Environmental issues” (p. 18) were also a top
concern for youth futures, as well as more recent studies of School
Strike participants (such as Collin et al., 2020). On the theme of
environmental efficacy—the ability to influence climate change in
the future (see Ojala, 2012)—there was a notable absence of low
environmental efficacy across responses. No respondents that
mentioned climate change, whether participants at a Strike or not,
were doubtful about whether they could influence the future of
climate change in and of itself. This presents a hopeful view of
youth climate futures, and research has found that hope can have
a direct influence on young people’s engagement with the
environment (Ojala, 2012). However, some studies have found
ambivalence toward ‘negative’ future scenarios, as efforts made to
stave off climate change may be met with ridicule, or ignored
completely (Threadgold, 2012). The present research highlights
another piece of this complex interplay between hope and
pessimism that youth activists will influence decision makers
on climate change policy.

In this study, a range of differing themes emerged between the
surveyed sample and those in focus groups, especially when
investigating reasons why participants did not attend a protest.
This may be due to the subtle shift in wording between the two
scenarios, as the use of Most People Projective Questions
(Ostapczuk and Musch, 2011) is expected to elicit different
responses to direct questioning. Alternatively, the setting of
peer discussion (school, or online) may be encouraging a focus
on a shared social identity between students. All participants in
focus groups indicated in some way support for the School Strike
movement overall, such as alignment with the School Strike
values, belief that the climate is at risk, and to some level
personal support will enhance climate outcomes (for more on
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public support for environmental movements, see Stern et al.,
1999). Participants may hence be demonstrating a set of
subjective norms (Ajzen, 2011), and given that social norms
can influence decision making with regards to climate change
(Busch et al., 2019), this may explain why the focus of the group
discussions was more skewed to social factors influencing Strike
non-participation.

Though not the objective or intent, this study is perhaps
limited by the inability to generalize more broadly to
Australian students outside of this sample, as it is firmly
exploratory and qualitative in nature. However, it does give an
important introductory perspective on how young Australians
may be engaging with environmental activism, especially in the
area of non-participation. A second limitation is similar to the
work of Collin et al. (2020) who state that securing appropriate
surveys and consent for minors contributes to unrepresentative
samples, excluding hard-to-reach groups. With the present
research, sampling limitations online and in schools proved to
be a major challenge in recruiting participants. In addition, the
sample this study engaged may have been disproportionately
environmentally motivated. Future studies may wish to further
utilize Most People Projection Questioning (Ostapczuk and
Musch, 2011) to explore broader social norms around barriers
to protest engagement, and employ random population sampling
in order to widen the research on youth activism beyond this bias.
Finally, further analysis is required to ascertain the representation
of regional and remote students as part of the sample. As an
especially challenging group for recruitment, future research
should aim to ensure a broad representation from these non-
urban students.

This study forms a foundational basis to continue
investigating how young people engage with, or don’t engage
with, environmental activism in Australia. Results here
strengthen the notion that non-participation is a distinct
action in and of itself, as opposed to a simple mirroring of
motivators to participate in activism. Further research should
continue to highlight non-participants as an integral part of
understanding youth, politics, and environmental action,
especially in the School Strike 4 Climate case.
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