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Abstract

Climate change presents a significant threat to both the planet and human prosperity which
impacts our physical health and mental well-being. There is an imminent requirement for
significant global action. This means (a) our children have been born into unprecedented times
and (b) as future adults, they will find themselves facing the major consequences of climate
change. These can negatively affect their mental health and well-being. This paper reports the
effect of climate anxiety on this population group through an exploration of coping strategies
and supportive interventions. Empowering children to engage in climate action has been
identified as a coping strategy. Whilst equipping them with knowledge and resources on
climate change and providing safe spaces and experiences in nature are identified as supportive
interventions. However, further empirical research evidence is needed to determine the next
steps to address the extent of the impact of climate anxiety and prepare our children for the

future.
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Introduction

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC, 2021) Sixth Assessment report
confirms that the climate is changing, a change caused by the release of greenhouse gasses
from human activities, which are warming our planet. Between 1901 and 2020 global
temperatures increased by 1.1°C (NOAA, 2021) and as a consequence, we have seen rising sea
levels, droughts, wildfires, biodiversity loss and flooding which in turn affect human health.
Power generation, manufacturing, growing transportation networks, overconsumption of
resources, food production and deforestation all contribute to human-induced climate change.
With increasing populations placing further pressure on the planet and a misplaced
commitment to economic prosperity there has historically been a slow response to addressing

the causes.

Recently we have seen a shift in thinking towards a zero-carbon future and global
commitments to change, however, further, and more urgent action is needed. This imminent
requirement for significant global action means our children have been born into unprecedented
times. Indeed, UNICEF (2021) highlights that one billion children will be at extremely high
risk of stress caused by climate change. This could be a direct impact of living in a changing
environment (Xu ef al., 2023) or population displacement (Palinkas, 2020). It can also be from
an indirect impact on exposure to media reporting on catastrophic extreme weather events
(Robie and Marbrook, 2020). These experiences have the potential to significantly impact the
way our children make sense of their world. Combined with their looming position as our next
generation of adults but with no current agency to implement the urgent action needed to
attempt to reverse the impact of human behaviour on the environment caused by the

generations who came before them. If our children are to cope with these global challenges,



we must do what we can now to understand how this is impacting them and how best to support

them.

Climate-induced impacts on physical health have been widely discussed (IPCC, 2022;
WHO, 2021) and people have become more aware of it negatively affecting their health in the
long term (Berry et al., 2018). Children are particularly vulnerable to the effects of exposure
to climate change such as heat waves (Dreisbach, 2019). The enormity of the challenges global
populations face from the changing climate is also “creating stressors that worsen the mental
health of individuals” (Meier et al., 2022 p.6). Indeed, it is considered that climate change is
“the biggest threat to global mental health in the coming century” (Charlson et al., 2022 p.6)
as both the physical impacts, as well as the anticipation and perception of climate-induced
events can influence mental health (Clayton and Karazsia, 2020). The relationship between
climate change and mental health is an area that has been identified for further investigation
(Berry et al., 2018). Prencipe et al. (2021) and Majeed and Lee (2017) specifically highlight
the paucity of research concerning the impact of climate change on children's mental health
and well-being. Mental distress about climate change is commonly referred to as climate
anxiety and includes a notion of the inadequacy of the human response and resources
(Rothschild and Haase, 2023). Children are reported as particularly vulnerable to climate
anxiety (Wu et al., 2020) and qualitative research has explored children’s experience of this.
In clinical and research settings Hickman (2020) reports that children commonly express
feelings of severe anxiety, fear, guilt, shame, being misunderstood, betrayed and abandoned by
adults, together with associated rage towards and blaming of adults. Strife (2012) reports that
the majority of the 50 children interviewed expressed apocalyptic and pessimistic feelings.
There is also a study in which both parents and educators specifically identify climate anxiety

children (Baker ef al., 2021).



Unique characteristics of climate anxiety are that (1) it is rational (therefore is unfit to
the traditional criteria for anxiety disorders (Kotera and Taylor, 2022) because it is a practical
response to the possibly life-threatening phenomenon, driving the person to take preventable
actions, and (2) it is complex and can be detrimental because the person cannot make a
considerable change to the possibly life-threatening phenomenon (Kotera et al., 2022).
Therefore, this paper aims to explore how children are coping with climate anxiety and the
possible interventions to support them. Lastly, it will identify gaps in understanding the impact

on the well-being of this population group.

How children are coping with climate-anxiety

How children cope with climate change and climate anxiety is an area of research attracting
increasing attention. Through a narrative synthesis of 51 studies into youth perceptions of
climate change, Lee et al. (2020) reports that younger children (11-16 years) have been shown
to exhibit higher climate change concerns than older children (17-18 years), and primary age
children show more willingness to address climate change than secondary age children. Swim
et al. (2022) demonstrate that this trend increases the more distant the generation. There is a
growing body of evidence supporting engagement with climate change as a strategy for coping
with associated harmful psychological effects. For instance, van Nieuwenhuizen ef al. (2021)
suggest joining children in support of pro-environmental behaviours and activism. Sampaio

and Sequeira (2022) recommend community climate action to promote efficacy and hope.

Climate activism is theorised to relate to positive coping strategies of problem-focused
and meaning-focused coping, rather than avoidant coping strategies (Ojala, 2012). Similarly,
efficacy beliefs in themselves have been also shown in Italian university students to be
positively associated with climate anxiety (Maran and Begotti, 2021). Meaning-focused coping

is a critical enabling strategy to facilitate problem-focused coping whilst protecting against



overwhelm and stress induced by engaging in climate change activism (Ojala and Bengtsson,
2019). Although studies with children in different countries support these theoretical coping
strategy interactions it is yet to be determined whether they may vary between cultures.
Hickman (2020) is clear that societal trust is lacking in many children, demonstrating the need
to address intergenerational misunderstanding. Taking as an example, the platform given to
Greta Thunberg by the U.N.'s Climate Action Summit in 2019, it is evident that for children to
feel hopeful and empowered they must be enfranchised through representation in the media
and policy creation; a sentiment voiced in qualitative research with UK adolescents (Thompson

etal., 2022).

Jalin et al. (2022) identify a particular risk of climate anxiety in individuals with
insufficient psychological resources to effectively cope with stress, recommending
psychotherapy focus on stress management as a means to improve climate anxiety coping
mechanisms. As Clayton (2020) observes, emotional coping strategies, such as denying or
diminishing the threat, are not appropriate for the pervasive threat posed by climate change.
However, for those experiencing significant impact from climate anxiety, stabilising
unregulated emotion and stress through cognitive exercises is likely to be a necessary

preliminary to engagement in meaning- and purpose-focused coping.

When to talk to children about climate change

The consensus of when is the appropriate time to discuss climate change with children is not
clear. Understanding that extreme worry, fear and distress can be associated with concerns
about climate change in children is a start (Marks ef al., 2021). Consequently, unpacking and
discussing climate change and its impact must be engaged sensitively and in an approach that
will equip children to feel empowered to adaptively engage in the process of action as opposed

to feeling helpless and powerless (Budziszewska and Jonsson, 2021). Parents and guardians



who provide advice and support to children can find this a daunting experience due to parent's
anxiety concerning climate change or parents feeling ill-equipped to provide scientific
information in a child-appropriate manner (Gaziulusoy, 2020). Providing guardians with
resources that are educational and encourage emotional well-being has been identified as an
effective approach to fostering discussion with children to support them to proactively engage

in climate change action (Baker, Clayton and Bragg, 2021).

Reducing the impact of climate change and assisting children to be part of this process
requires a collective approach and collective action (Lawson ef al., 2019). Therefore, the role
of empowering children to take action to reduce climate change should not only be left to
parents but must include educational systems such as schools and colleges, governments,
researchers, clinicians and practitioners who work with families as well as community activists.
Majeed and Lee (2017 p.95) recommend that “researchers and clinicians treating children with
mental illness should familiarise themselves with the potential ways in which climate change
has already impacted mental health outcomes”. This approach will allow practitioners to work
in an evidence-based approach concerning climate change anxiety as psychological treatment
approaches to working with children who present with climate change anxiety must be treated

differently than the presentation of other anxiety disorders such as generalised anxiety disorder.

Possible interventions to support children with climate anxiety

Potential consideration for interventions, but are not limited to, providing safe spaces (online
or regionally), resources and tools for parents to share their fears or concerns about climate
change and acknowledging that these feelings do exist, and can assist to address any silence,
fear, shame experienced by the parents’ feelings (Burke, Sanson and Van Hoorn, 2018).
Additionally, support is needed for parents to overcome fears concerning not having scientific

knowledge to be able to share it with children. Lewandowsky, Gignac and Vaughan (2013)



argue that the gap between expert knowledge and public knowledge should be closed so that
the ‘public’ including parents, guardians, schools and communities have access to expert
knowledge and designed resources to support children.

Creating environments where parents can spend time with their children that encompass
nature, to enable children to experience the beauty of nature, rather than simply talking about
climate change has also been shown to be beneficial (Burke, Sanson and Van Hoorn, 2018,
Rao and Powell, 2021). Additionally, local or national museums or community venues should
be encouraged to host projects specifically on sustainability to enable children including small
children to develop learning about sustainability (Engdahl, 2015). Parents can also assist
children to develop confidence by encouraging them to become involved in relevant
organisations that promote sustainability or encourage action toward improving climate
change. The key is helping children to identify others who are contributing to positive change
in the environment at a local, national or international level (Burke, Sanson and Van Hoorn,
2018). Additionally, support children to engage in explicit actions that cultivate climate change
awareness. For example, being actively involved in local conservation projects that promote
environmentally friendly practices or designing environmental projects that can be shared with
their peers (Kurup, Levinson and Li, X, 2021). Finally, it is imperative to amplify children’s
voices and involve them in developing and influencing environmental policy for the future

(Thompson et al., 2022).

Addressing Research Gaps

With diverse prevailing attitudes towards climate change (Fisher et al., 2018), diverse eco-
behaviours being modelled in the home (Rhead et al., 2015), and parents themselves at
heightened risk of climate change anxiety (Ekholm and Ollafsson, 2017) it is vital that a

consistent evidence-based approach be adopted with how to cope with its psychological effects.



Such an approach should attempt to bridge the generational gap perceived by children, by
developing a shared understanding through parent-child communication (Hickman, 2020;
Jackson et al., 2022; Spiteri, 2020). Therefore, there is an urgent need for further empirical
research into the emotional impact of climate change on children. This call is reinforced by
Helldén et al. (2021) who highlight the lack of research attention afforded to this health impact
and by Charlson ef al. (2022) who identify a set of ten priority areas for future research in this
field. Further, considering the significant expectations placed on this population group as
tomorrow’s adults, Wu et al. (2020: p.e436) advocate that “making investments to improve
their mental health and well-being will provide dividends now and, in the future”. Preventative

care for children is essential (Kotera and Fido, 2022).

Conclusion

Climate change presents a significant threat to the health and well-being of children. Their
growing understanding of the human-induced impact on our planet and their position as the
future generation who are required to spearhead change has increased reported climate anxiety.
Whilst coping strategies and supportive interventions are recommended, further empirical
research evidence is needed to determine the next steps to address the extent of the impact of

climate anxiety and prepare our children for the future.
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