Climate change poses serious risks to mental health and well-being. Research and
communications about the impacts of climate change have generally focused on physical
impacts, like more extreme storms, rising sea levels, and increasingly severe droughts. Impacts
to human health and well-being have received comparatively little attention, but are also
critically important. By understanding the psychology of climate change, we can better ensure
human flourishing, resilience, and adaptation in the face of adversity.
CLIMATE CHANGE CAN ADVERSELY AFFECT HUMAN HEALTH AND WELL-BEING
Impacts on mental health. Disasters carry the potential for immediate and severe
psychological trauma from personal injury, death of a loved one, and loss of livelihood.1 In
some cases, the psychological trauma of a disaster can lead to more severe conditions, such as
a major depressive disorder, or post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD). PTSD is often linked to
higher levels of suicide—an effect seen among male farmers in Australia during periods of
prolonged drought.2
Impacts on physical health. The spread of infectious diseases is likely to accompany
climate change as insect carriers such as mosquitoes and ticks increase their geographical
range. 3 Climate change may also produce less serious, although still significant, health effects.
For example, allergy season is likely to be more severe in many places due to the higher pollen
counts climate change will cause.4
Impacts on community health. Research shows that domestic abuse often increases
among families who have experienced disasters, such as Hurricane Katrina.5 Climate change
may also increase conflict due to the direct impact of rising temperatures. Both lab-based
experiments and quasi-experiments have demonstrated a causal relationship between heat and
aggression. In other words, as the temperature goes up, so does aggression.6
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COMMUNITIES CAN PREPARE FOR THE PSYCHOLOGICAL IMPACTS OF CLIMATE CHANGE
Give people confidence that they can prepare for and mitigate the effects of climate
change. Communities can prepare to cope with the effects of a changing climate, not just with
the negative consequences. Talking with people about specific impacts their communities might
experience seems to motivate them to prepare.7 For example, conversations could focus on
how agricultural planting practices might change with changing growing season patterns.
Strengthening community and social networks. Nearly every study of resilience
emphasizes the importance of strengthening the social networks within communities and
encouraging communities to create patterns of working together to overcome adversity. For
example, research on the survivors of the 2001 earthquakes in El Salvador shows that people
are better able to cope if there are community and social activities available to help them
through difficult circumstances.8
Informing and involving the community. Planners should work to help communities or
neighborhoods, as social units, to prepare themselves to collectively and creatively respond to
psychological adversity.9 For example, communities may want to strengthen pre-existing social
and community support networks, develop plans to attend to the most vulnerable members of
a community, and identify how organizations and individuals can work together to provide
mental health assistance during and after disasters.
Developing trusted and action-focused warning systems. An effective warning system
for severe weather events can save lives, reduce injuries, and reduce property damage.
Communities should test their warning systems to be sure that (1) all residents are reached, (2)
all residents understand what the warning means and the steps they should take to respond to
it, (3) the warnings are perceived as reliable, credible, and (4) the warnings communicate that
government and other organizations are actively taking steps to care for the community.
Be sensitive to the needs of displaced people. Communities should use screening tools
to assess refugees’ resource losses, both physical and psychological, along with screening tools
to determine refugee needs and symptoms. Refugees are likely to also need counseling services
and other mental health treatments from mental health professionals who have been trained
to recognize and be sensitive to the challenges posed by environmental and climate change.10
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