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Background 

The COVID-19 pandemic has led to high death rates in countries around the world, 

especially among elderly populations (aged 65 and up) and those with pre-existing 

medical conditions (diabetes, COPD, vascular diseases among other). In particular, 

higher rates of morbidity and death were recorded in nursing homes and geriatric 

hospitals. Since March 2020, with the World Health Organization’s (WHO)'s 

declaration of a state of emergency, efforts in many countries have focused on 

drastically decreasing the number of those testing positive for the virus (i.e. 'flatten 

the curve'). The aim was to prevent outbreaks eventually avoid the unacceptable 

result of overwhelmed hospitals that exceed their surge capacity and bring healthcare 

systems to a total collapse.  

Dramatic decisions such as 'stay at home' orders, lockdowns and closures of public 

transportation, public places, education institutions and cultural events have proven 

to be an effective tool to force physical distancing among the public and have 

succeeded in containing the disease in certain areas. Nevertheless, at the same time, 

these steps have led to unprecedented economic damages, with grim projections on 

the labor market as well as increases in domestic violence and non-normative 

behaviors such as alcohol consumption and online gambling. 

Israel responded to the pandemic immediately with a general quarantine and a 

nation-wide campaign which called to "save our grandmothers and grandfathers". The 

campaign asked the elderly to stay at home, except for necessary visits to receiving 

medical care or buying food or medication. Although successful in mitigating 

outbreaks among the elderly, the campaign affected not only the elderly themselves  



   
 

 

(who minimized their social interactions), but also their family members who avoided 

visiting the older parents and relatives and provided them with groceries and 

medications. Although this has led to positive results in terms of the morbidity rates, 

some social and psychological consequences have emerged, which may impact 

peoples’ physical conditions as well.  

First, staying at home all day, avoiding social interactions with family members and 

friends and the experience of a sudden change in the known routine might create (or 

embolden) symptoms of loneliness, stress, and/or depression. Second, the patronizing 

approach towards the elderly actually took away from the elderly their control over 

their own lives. Over-protecting them, for example, by providing the elderly with 

groceries, other material needs, and not allowing them to go out of their homes when 

they chose or prefer to do so, has a negative effect on their resilience. This could lead 

to increased feelings of helplessness, lower levels of independence, and in general- 

increase their vulnerability in coping with the long-lasting situation.  

Moreover, an important aspect of the elderly population that the media falls short in 

considering is their heterogeneity. In the wide spectrum of ages between 65 and over 

100 years there are people in various physical, mental and social conditions who also 

vary in their complexity and severity. A critical difference lies between a 70-year-old 

man or woman who is fully independent, works for his living and enjoys a vivid social 

life, while another person in the same age suffers from physical infirmity. Both differ 

in their needs and abilities to cope and therefore there is a need to understand this 

social group in particular, its needs and characteristics in order to provide an adequate 

and respectful solution, which includes saving their lives, but also includes maintaining 

their optimal functioning.    

One way to understand and examine the needs, public mood and opinions of the 

public is by monitoring internet (WWW) websites and social media. In this article, we 

analyze the frequent and predominant issues that appeared in Israeli websites in 

March 2020. The analysis included all media coverage of elderly issues in main Israeli 

news websites (YNET, Walla, Globes, Calcalist, Maariv. Haaretz, Mako, Bhol) and social 

media (Facebook and Twitter). The analysis was based on two perspectives: reporting  



   
 

 

about the elderly and conversation of the elderly population itself. Although users of 

social media do not necessarily represent the entire elderly population or the 

population in general, it was found that this population has recently been more active 

in this sphere, with 49% of those aged 65 and up using the internet (CBS, 2017)1. 

 

Monitoring the media coverage (including conventional and social media coverage 

and subsequent commentary from various audiences) in March 2020 reveals the 

development of important issues over time: 

1. At the beginning of the COVID-19 outbreak in Israel, and upon the arrival of 

the "Diamond Princess" cruise ship passengers (who tested positive upon 

arrival in Israel) as well as the extreme death rates in Italy among 80-years-old 

and older, it became clear that the most vulnerable population to this new 

disease was the elderly.  

2. Subsequently, the "saving our grandmothers and grandfathers" campaign 

begins. 

3. The rise in the number of positive cases has led the media to focus on other 

issues such as: how to enforce the lockdown, the closure of the education 

system, the morbidity among the Ultra-Orthodox population and the 

unprecedented unemployment rates. Nevertheless, the elderly population 

remained present in news coverage, for example, in reporting on 65-years-old 

unemployed people.  

4. Given the upcoming Passover holiday, a main topic of media attention focused 

on how families would separately celebrate, mainly without the older family 

members.   

 

 

 

 

                                                           
1 https://old.cbs.gov.il/statistical/age55_160h.pdf 

https://old.cbs.gov.il/statistical/age55_160h.pdf


   
 

 

The main issues covered in the media in March 2020: 

1. The virus is life threatening for the elderly population. 

2. The elderly population should be carefully protected – including being 

quarantined. Any report on elder maltreatment led to negative reactions. 

3.  Any violation of the instructions or social distancing by the elderly has led to 

both strong resentment as well as understanding that loneliness is difficult for 

this population. 

4. In general, the internet use among older people is lower than that of younger 

ages, and therefore older people participate less in online discussions. They 

also consume information more than they actively react or respond to 

information.  

 

Insights and recommendations 

Since the early stages of the COVID-19 pandemic, it has become clear that the elderly, 

(aged 65 years and older), are at the highest risk for complications if getting infected 

with COVID-19. Analysis of the news coverage and social media during March 2020 in 

Israel has revealed that the national campaign- which called on citizens to protect their 

grandmothers and grandfathers or elderly parents by avoiding visiting them and 

providing them with food and groceries in order to minimize their need to exit their 

homes to crowded places- has been exceptionally successful, yet not without 

consequences. In fact, although the elderly have taken very seriously the instructions 

and adapted to the new situation, their younger family members took it to the 

extreme- over-protecting their parents, discouraging them from leaving their homes, 

and preventing them from meeting with their grandchildren.  

In many ways, it seemed as if the media coverage talks about the elderly, yet do not 

involve them as a legitimate partner whose voice needs to be heard, and whose 

needs are important. The elderly found themselves as passive players in the evolving 

events. This pattern increases the vulnerability of older people to the disease. 



   
 

Furthermore, there has been a problem with the content of the media’s messaging. 

On the one hand, the campaign called the elderly to stay at home, and highlighted the 

risk for them in public places. On the other hand, the campaign did not provide any 

solutions for those who cannot get help from their relatives to buy food (such as asking 

local organizations or allocating different visiting hours only for the elderly). 

Moreover, the campaign mostly called on the elderly to stay at home while youngsters 

could leave the house. In many cases, the elderly and their younger family members 

live together in the same house, further increasing the risk to the elderly (as was seen 

in Northern Italy in March 2020). 

The next stages in the pandemic management should include the important voice of 

the elderly, which will reflect their coping abilities and efforts, their needs and 

opinions. Such over-protective or patronizing attitude towards the elderly population 

reduces their resilience. This might lead to increased dependency on others as well as 

various negative psychological outcomes due to their continued stay at home and 

potential maladaptive coping with this new routine.     

Another aspect of the campaign, which was reflected in responses to conventional 

news coverage and social media posts, is the public's hypersensitivity to any abuse or 

neglect of the elderly. Any such publicity received furious reactions in commentary 

and wide sharing on social networks. In fact, protecting the elderly population has 

become an issue with significant consensus, and this had positioned them as the 

indication for the success or failure of the entire efforts to deal with the pandemic. 

An important consequence of this development is the need for awareness of the 

critical public perception of the treatment of the elderly and to provide any promised 

assistance in a timely manner, improve the effectiveness and efficiency of help-lines, 

and maintain high-quality, reliable and continuous service provision to this 

population.  

In addition, as this population is heterogeneous, attention should be paid to various 

groups within this general population sector. Differentiations should be made, for 

example, between those who live in nursing homes and those who live in their private 

homes; between those who live with a spouse and those who live alone; between 

elderly people in minority groups; between elderly people who suffer from disabilities 



   
 

such as hearing loss or deficiency or blindness, etc. The media usually do not relate to 

these groups, but rather, to the elderly as a whole. Describing stories of different 

groups among the elderly might contribute for better coping and could strengthen a 

shared identity of efficacy and capability to withstand this difficult and uncertain 

period.  

Lastly, the technological literacy of the elderly should be improved (for those who 

need it). For example, by providing instructions for how to use the internet to pay bills,  

and to purchase items from supermarkets, pharmacies or clothing stores. Improving 

their technical skills in computer-problem troubleshooting would also enhance their 

technological know-how. This will allow the elderly to enjoy online services which will 

increase their control over their lives, including meeting their family members virtually 

and enjoying entertainment and access to information. 

As the pandemic proves to be an enduring and protracted crisis, it becomes 

increasingly important for all population and sub-population sectors to have easy 

access to localized and precise guidelines, messaging and services which meet their 

specific needs.  

 


