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Connecting the dots: The triangle of migration, health and climate change 

The growing and wide-ranging impacts of climate change are by now 
very well documented (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change 
(IPCC), 2022) and this includes a substantial and growing body of evi-
dence around its effects on health (Romanello et al., 2022). The evidence 
is regularly updated to reflect emerging knowledge. We know that 
climate change-related health effects can be direct, including the 63% 
increase of heat-related deaths between 2000 and 2004 and 2017–2021 
(Romanello et al., 2022). However, its effects are mostly indirect and 
often longer-term, spanning a wide range of areas through economic 
losses and worsening poverty (Marotzke et al., 2020) to the broadening 
geographical distribution of infectious disease vectors (Romanello et al., 
2022). 

Throughout history, internal and international migration can be 
contextualised as an ancient mitigation strategy for arising challenges. 
In this vein, migration can be viewed as societal response for moderating 
some of the worst health effects of climate change, though in some 
contexts, migration itself may worsen health outcomes (Abubakar et al., 
2016). In addition, the nature of these movements may by definition be 
geographically unbalanced (migration out of environmentally vulner-
able areas) this in turn may potentially create a new set of socioeco-
nomic, health and perhaps even environmental issues (Kline, 2020). The 
terms “climate migrants” and “climate refugees” have been much pop-
ularised, although these concepts run the risk of being reductionist and 
not sufficiently reflecting the complexity of migration circumstances, 
decisions or trajectories, especially in relation to climate change (Mar-
otzke et al., 2020). 

Despite the growing body of evidence on the impacts of climate 
change on health, it is perhaps surprising that we know so little about 
the triangular relationship between health, migration, and climate 
change. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) 
repeatedly reiterated how vulnerability and resilience to the effects of 
climate change vary significantly depending on geographic, socioeco-
nomic and political dimensions (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC), 2022). These non-linear relationships and interacting 
factors, which often can simultaneously act as outcome and exposure, 
make research in this triangle so challenging, rendering straightforward 
conclusions based on extrapolating available evidence simplistic and 
invalid. Evidence is also needed around planetary health (Whitmee 
et al., 2015), which highlights the myriad of interconnections between 
human health and global environmental change of which climate 
change is just an example – for example, biodiversity loss and land use 
change, of which human migration is both a driver and a consequence. 

In this special edition, we present a collection of papers seeking to 
make progress on this topic: to improve the evidence on the nexus of 
migration, human health, climate change, and planetary health - the 

drivers, impacts and responses, with specific attention to the needs of 
migrant populations. Through literature review, qualitative research, 
including interviews and case studies, authors seek to generate and 
expand conceptual models, summarise knowledge and outline research 
gaps, and make recommendations for future research and policy and 
practice (Issa et al., 2023; Khalid et al., 2023; Trummer et al., 2023). 

Migration and migration health in specific settings affected by 
environmental change is also explored in this special issue. For example, 
Leviston et al. (2023) explores the effect of the loss of valued environ-
mental attributes on migration intention in two studies using surveys 
and an “imagined loss” exercise in Perth, Australia. The research sug-
gests that imagining environmental losses increases intentions to move 
and decreases place attachment. The interconnectedness of responses to 
environmental changes and perceptions of socio-cultural loss is high-
lighted, with variations depending on the type of valued characteristic 
imagined loss. 

Additionally, Ismail et al. (2022) provides a unique snapshot into the 
burden of non-communicable diseases among forced Rohingya migrants 
in Cox’s Bazaar. The findings revealed a high prevalence of respiratory 
and gastrointestinal/hepatobiliary diseases, emphasising chronic 
obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) as the most frequently observed. 
Accidental injuries, reported in 10.4% of cases, underscored the multi-
faceted health issues among this vulnerable population, calling for 
further exploration to inform comprehensive policymaking. 

Based on three case studies in Bangladesh, Burkina Faso and Fiji, 
McMichael et al. (2023) seeks to illustrate the complexity of environ-
mental change, migration and health. In this complex picture, it be-
comes apparent that migration brings opportunities and risks in health 
and other fields, for the migrants themselves as well as sending and 
receiving communities. Through the case studies in the selected coun-
tries, the authors employ qualitative methods to highlight diverse re-
sponses to climate-related displacement. They argue against simplistic 
categorizations like ’climate migrant,’ emphasizing nuanced experi-
ences influenced by socio-political contexts, healthcare access, and 
living conditions. The article underscores the importance of considering 
these factors to comprehend the varied health risks and opportunities 
associated with climate-related mobility. 

Trummer et al9 provide insights into the growing importance of 
climate change in Africa, where many livelihoods depend on agriculture 
and livestock. Based on a webinar involving 25 health and migration 
experts, the study reveals that climate change exacerbates forced 
migration, increases healthcare needs, and hampers access to health-
care. The research emphasizes mental health challenges linked to 
climate-induced migration, particularly affecting women and girls. It 
calls for a comprehensive approach, considering vulnerable groups, 
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specific health needs, and at-risk regions. 
Issa et al7 contribute to the discourse with their work on the climate 

change, migration and health nexus. Their study identifies gaps and 
opportunities in research on the intersection of climate change, migra-
tion, and health. It underscores the need for clarity on interlinkages 
between these factors, extending the focus beyond traditional rural- 
urban migration and high-income countries. The study advocates for 
improved methodologies, ethical guidelines, and increased funding and 
collaboration. 

Furthering the conceptualization of migration and climate change, 
Khalid et al8 propose a comprehensive conceptual model to understand 
the relationships between global climate change, migration, and health 
implications. Synthesizing key themes from literature and expert input, 
the model explores migrant populations at risk, health characteristics 
associated with migratory patterns, and the role of governance actors in 
addressing health issues related to migration. 

The final contribution by Marcus et al. (2023), exploring climate 
change and the public health imperative for supporting migration as 
adaptation, argues that, in the era of global climate change, human 
mobility is a complex mix of forced and voluntary adaptation. Under-
lining that adaptive migration can save lives and improve health for 
vulnerable communities, the paper calls for active support from the 
public health community. It emphasizes the synergies between creating 
an enabling environment for migration and achieving key public health 
goals. 

We know a lot about each dyad in the triangle of climate change, 
migration and health but we are only now starting to explore under-
standing of the entire triad. This special issue therefore sets the scene for 
the beginning of the journey to bring this triangle of health, migration 
and climate change conceptually together. Much remains to be done to 
start understanding lived experiences and perhaps quantifying these 
complex interactions and its effects. 
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