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SUMMARY 
Climate change has become a global emergency, which mental health effects are increasingly being described and understood. 

Children and adolescents, especially those in low income countries and minority communities, are particularly vulnerable to 

experience the worst impacts of climate change now and in the coming decades. Our group of early career mental health clinicians 

and researchers in nine culturally and socioeconomic different countries across three continents initiated a global, online discussion 

about the effects of climate change on the mental health of children and adolescents, based on literature and our professional 

experience. We identified a paucity of research and psychiatric education on the topic, and a need to advance global and local 

efforts in this direction. We also identified three main domains of mental health impact of climate change: direct, indirect, and 

through physical conditions. Our work offers a preliminary, up-to-date overview of the consequences of climate change on the 

mental health of children and adolescents, and provides recommendations to advance policies, public health efforts, research, 

education, and clinical care in the emerging area of ‘Climate Psychiatry’. 
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*  *  *  *  *  

INTRODUCTION 

According to the World Health Organization (WHO), 

climate change is the greatest threat to global health in 

the next fifty years (Chalupka et al. 2020). Although all 

corners of the globe are affected by climate change, it 

has been stated that certain populations are more 

vulnerable to its worst effects (Clayton et al. 2017). 

These include the most marginalized sectors of society, 

which face deeply-rooted structural, interconnected 

challenges such as poverty, poor air quality, and higher 

risk of suffering flooding and other climate disasters 

(Silveira et al. 2021), in addition to the newer problems 

brought by COVID-19. Climate change is indeed a gro-

wing problem that synergizes with existing disparities in 

children’s health due to poverty and systemic racism 

(Jessel et al. 2019). Children of racial minorities in low-

income countries and communities are more likely to be 

exposed to environmental hazards, which effects on 

mental health have started to be described (World 

Health Organization 2018). 

 

EFFECTS OF THE GLOBAL ECOLOGICAL 

CRISIS ON THE MENTAL HEALTH  

OF CHILDREN AND ADOLESCENTS 

An online-based group of mental health clinicians 

and researchers, initially connected by the Early Career 

Psychiatrists Section of the World Psychiatric Associa-

tion, emerged during the COVID-19 pandemic and 

eventually formed the Global Mental Health Think Tank 

(Pereira-Sanchez et al. 2020, Pinto da Costa et al. 2020). 

Some members of the Think Tank started discussing  
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Table 1. Recommendations on priority measures on climate change and mental health of children 

Domains of impact or action Recommendations on priority measures 

Direct effects on mental health 

Posttraumatic stress disorder, 

increased level of stress, increase  

of anxiety and adjustment disorders 

after catastrophic events. 

 Establish community support through mental health primary care centers. 

 Screen for mental health conditions in schools located in areas most affected 

by climate change. 

 Develop virtual clinics able to provide tele- mental health services and apps 

for early identification and monitoring. 

 Promote collaboration between mental health providers and colleagues  

in pediatric primary care centers to educate the latter. 

Indirect effects on mental health 

Due to political turmoil, forced 

migration, marital discord, property 

destruction, risky behaviors  

(e.g. alcohol abuse). 

 Establish family therapy programs in areas most affected by climate change. 

 Develop self-help resources. 

 Foster resilience and coping strategies in communities. 

 Implement policies to identify and address the structural socioeconomic 

factors putting certain populations at higher risk of suffering the worst 

consequences of climate change. 

Effects on mental health through 

physical conditions 

‘Triple burden of malnutrition’  

and dehydration, vector diseases. 

 Integrate mental health screening into birthing centers. 

 Screen for mental health conditions in people physically injured after climate 

catastrophes. 

 Provide long-term mental health monitoring after significant climate changes 

Education and research in mental  

health and climate change 

Global scarcity of research and 

education on climate change  

and mental health. 

 Integrate ‘Climate psychiatry’ in global research agendas. 

 Promote studies on pregnancy and perinatal mental health, especially  

in areas most affected by climate change. 

 Integrate ‘Climate psychiatry’ curricula into psychiatric undergraduate and 

postgraduate education programs. 

 Develop guidelines for the diagnosis and management of mental health 

conditions after climate catastrophes. 

 

the implications of climate change on the mental health 

of children in their countries. Our objective was to share 

current knowledge on the topic and suggest recom-

mendations for global and local actions from the 

perspective of early-career mental health clinicians and 

researchers working across WHO regions in socioeco-

nomically and culturally diverse countries. 

In our online, open, non-judgmental space for dia-

logue on this topic, informed by a review of scientific 

literature and local data and by the authors’ clinical 

and research experience, we identified three main 

domains of climate change-related mental health 

effects in children: direct, indirect, and those related to 

physical conditions. In the majority of countries where 

our group members come from, climate change seems 

to have a tremendous impact on the general po-

pulation, in different geographical areas, and threa-

tening public health in multiple ways. However, the 

paucity of studies on climate change and mental health 

in most countries should be noted. It has been noted 

that children are among the most vulnerable po-

pulations and are often left behind and exposed to 

suffering direct and indirect effects of climate change 

on their mental health; some of the indirect effects 

seem to be mediated by food insecurity (Ghasemi et al. 

2015). 

The direct effects of climate change are manifested as 

mental health conditions. It has been shown that climate 

change acts on mental health with different timing pat-

terns (e.g., pre and post-traumatic stress disorder). Acute 

events can act through mechanisms similar to that of 

traumatic stress, leading to well-known psychopatho-

logical reactions. In addition, the consequences of 

exposure to extreme or prolonged weather-related events 

can also be delayed, encompassing disorders such as 

posttraumatic stress, or even intergenerational transmis-

sion of stress (Cianconi et al. 2020). Our group members 

agreed that the possible concerns as changing weathers 

seem to be a trigger for disorders such as post-traumatic 

stress and major depressive disorder (Berry et al. 2010). 

Regarding the indirect effects of climate change on 

children’s’ mental health, the association of natural 

disasters with political turmoil has been described to 

jeopardize the mental health of entire generations. Un-

employment, addiction, corruption, violence, and crime 

have been reported to be usual companions of climate 

change and lead to migration of people from ‘shrinking 

cities’ (Khavarian-Garmsir et al. 2019). Also, in the majo-

rity of the countries where our group members were 

based it has been observed that warmer weathers are 

likely to increase aggressive behaviors, while droughts 

can result in increased levels of stress (Padhy et al. 2015).  
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In terms of the mental health effects of climate change 

through physical conditions, our group discussed the ‘triple 

burden of malnutrition’: over nutrition, undernutrition, and 

micronutrient deficiencies. This burden is seen in some of 

the world areas most affected by climate change (e.g. due 

to desertification, catastrophic events) and has been re-

ported to be a possible contributor to vulnerability, fati-

gue, severe mood changes, and a decline in cognitive 

functioning in their populations (Wright et al. 2017). 

Previous literature and our group’s perspectives sug-

gest that public perceptions on climate change vary in 

relation to contextual factors, such as media portrayals, 

socio-demographic variables, knowledge and education, 

economic and institutional factors, and personal values, 

psychology and experience (Antronico et al. 2020). As cli-

mate change impacts both the mental and physical health 

of children, the need to foster resilience and coping strate-

gies is compelling. In our opinion, the role of and atten-

tion to mental health are not emphasized as much as 

physical health is in public health efforts. There is a dire 

need of population-based epidemiological data on the men-

tal health effects of climate change. We also want to high-

light the urgent need to review psychiatric training curri-

cula for residents, early-career, and senior psychiatrists 

across the world to include ‘Climate Psychiatry’ and to 

define and implement research priorities in this area. Our 

specific recommendations in various domains are sum-

marized on Table 1. 

 

CONCLUSION 

The outcomes of our literature-informed, open, global 

discussion offer an overview of the current, still prelimi-

nary understanding of the impact of climate change on 

the mental health of youth now and in the next few 

generations. What we know so far should inform not only 

prospective research, but also current local and global 

advocacy efforts, public policy, and psychiatric educa-

tion. It is never too late for mental health clinicians and 

researchers to read and discuss the available evidence, 

foster international collaborations, and take concrete steps 

to ensure that our population’s, and in particular our chil-

dren’s’, physical and mental health do not have to pay the 

price of past and current adults’ climate neglect and abuse.  
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