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Abstract  
 

Climate change represents a critical global challenge with profound implications for 

mental health, necessitating a comprehensive understanding of its psychological impacts 

and potential mitigation strategies. This paper synthesizes current evidence to delineate 

the multifaceted pathways through which climate change affects psychological well-

being, including elevated rates of post-traumatic stress disorder, major depression, 

anxiety, and suicidality. Beyond these acute impacts, slower-onset processes such as 

economic disruption, displacement, and the degradation of environmental determinants 

of health contribute to chronic population-level distress. Concurrently, a distinct category 

of psychological responses, encompassing climate anxiety, solastalgia, and ecological 

grief, has emerged from the existential awareness of the escalating crisis, presenting as 

often debilitating yet non-pathological reactions to a genuine threat. In response to this 

complex challenge, this paper argues for a paradigm shift toward building psychological 

resilience, conceptualized as a multi-level capacity. It identifies key intervention 

pathways, including fostering self-efficacy to empower individual action and combat 

helplessness, strengthening community-led initiatives and social cohesion to reduce 
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collective distress, and implementing robust public health and system-level strategies to 

ensure mental health service delivery during climate shocks. The findings reveal that 

protecting mental well-being amidst climate change is an urgent public health imperative, 

requiring the integration of psychological science into adaptation policy to transform 

vulnerability into proactive adaptation and collective resilience. 
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1. Introduction 

Climate change has emerged as one of the most critical global challenges of the twenty-first 

century, posing escalating threats to human livelihoods, ecosystems, and societal stability 

(Palomo-Vélez and van Vugt 2021; Sachisthal et al. 2025). The threats are manifested through 

a spectrum of environmental changes, including rising temperatures, shifting rainfall patterns, 

and an increased frequency and intensity of extreme weather events—from devastating 

cyclones, floods, and wildfires to prolonged droughts—all of which converge to pose 

unprecedented risks to societal systems worldwide (Fadhel and Al Seyabi 2025; Hossain 2025). 

The ramifications of these climatic changes for human health are profound and multifaceted. 

While the direct physical health consequences—such as heatstroke, the spread of vector-borne 

diseases, and injuries sustained during extreme weather events—are increasingly well-

documented, a parallel and urgent crisis in mental health is now coming to the fore (Abu and 

Achore 2026; Clayton 2024; Hossain 2025). 

The mental health impacts of climate change are diverse, pervasive, and operate through multiple 

direct and indirect pathways. Direct exposure to climate-amplified disasters like wildfires, floods, 

and hurricanes is linked to a elevated incidence of severe psychological disorders, including Post-

Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD), major depression, generalized anxiety, and suicidal ideation 

(Adepoju et al. 2025; Longman et al. 2023). The traumatic experience of the event itself is often 

compounded by secondary stressors such as displacement, loss of home and livelihood, and the 

breakdown of social and community supports. (Adepoju et al. 2025). Beyond these acute 

traumatic impacts, climate change also exerts chronic effects on population-level mental well-

being through gradual and systemic pathways. These indirect impacts operate via the slower 

influences of environmental change on key social, economic, and environmental determinants of 

health (Marinova et al. 2025). 

In addition to these direct and indirect pathways, a distinct category of psychological responses 

has emerged directly from engagement with the climate crisis. These include eco-anxiety, 

defined as a “chronic fear of environmental doom” (Susan Clayton et al. 2017); ecological grief, 

the grief felt in relation to experienced or anticipated ecological losses; and solastalgia which is 

“distress that is produced by environmental change impacting on people while they are directly 

connected to their home environment” (Albrecht et al. 2007). Critically, while these emotional 
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responses can co-occur with or exacerbate diagnosable disorders, they are increasingly 

conceptualized in the literature as non-pathological, proportionate, and context-appropriate 

reactions to a genuine and ongoing threat, rather than as mental illnesses (Clayton 2020; Aruta 

2025). 

Given the established and increasing impact of climate change on global mental health, this paper 

examines its multifaceted psychological impacts and explores key strategies for mitigation and 

adaptation to help individuals and communities cope with this escalating crisis. 

 

2. The Direct Mental Health Impacts of Acute Climate Events 

The most immediate and observable mental health effects result from directly experiencing 

climate-related extreme weather events. Surviving a catastrophic event like a hurricane, flood, or 

wildfire can cause profound psychological trauma with severe and long-lasting consequences. 

 

2.1. PTSD and Acute Stress 

The sudden, life-threatening nature of these disasters constitutes a traumatic experience that can 

lead to PTSD, a condition marked by recurrent distressing memories, heightened alertness, 

avoidance of trauma reminders, and persistent negative emotions (American Psychiatric 

Association 2013). This initial trauma is frequently worsened by the aftermath—witnessing 

widespread destruction, grieving the loss of loved ones, and seeing familiar environments 

destroyed. These factors can prolong acute stress, which may then develop into chronic PTSD. 

For example, studies of communities hit by repeated climate disasters show a marked increase 

in emergency room visits for anxiety and stress, highlighting the immediate strain these mental 

health impacts place on healthcare systems (Adepoju et al. 2025).  

 

2.2. Depression, Anxiety, and Suicidality 

 

The profound losses inflicted by extreme events—including the death of loved ones, destruction 

of homes, and collapse of livelihoods—generate intense grief that serves as a potent catalyst for 

major depressive disorder and anxiety disorders. This vulnerability is critically exacerbated by the 

disruption of social networks and community support systems. Research indicates that a 

substantial proportion of disaster survivors develop an anxiety or mood disorder, while risks of 

major depression and suicidal ideation increase significantly in the aftermath (Goldmann and 

Galea 2014; Adepoju et al. 2025). For individuals lacking resources to rebuild, the resulting 

hopelessness and despair can be particularly overwhelming and persistent. 
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2.3. Impacts on Specific Populations: Adolescents and Healthcare Workers 

The burden of these direct psychological impacts is not distributed equally across 

populations. Adolescents represent a particularly vulnerable group due to their ongoing 

neurodevelopment and heavy reliance on peer and community structures, which disasters can 

severely disrupt. Empirical studies confirm this heightened vulnerability; for instance, research 

on California adolescents established a significant association between climate change stress 

and increased levels of psychological distress and suicidal ideation. Their developing cognitive 

and emotional capacities can make it more difficult to process the trauma and existential threat 

associated with such events. 

Healthcare workers constitute another high-risk group, facing compounded mental health 

challenges during climate disasters. They operate under extreme professional pressure, 

managing mass casualty events while often confronting personal losses and disruptions similar 

to the wider community. A rapid review confirms that climate events directly threaten the physical 

safety and mental health of health workers, exacerbating burnout and stress (Tsakonas et al. 

2024). These compounded pressures create a high-risk environment for chronic workplace 

exhaustion, undermining both individual well-being and the resilience of the healthcare system 

itself (Baumbusch et al. 2025). 

 

3. The Psychosocial Burden of Climate Awareness 

Building on the recognition of climate-specific emotional responses, a growing body of research 

is delineating the significant psychosocial burden imposed by the awareness of the climate crisis 

itself. These eco-emotions, while non-pathological, can have profound effects on individual well-

being and behavior. 

• Climate Anxiety (Eco-anxiety) is increasingly understood through the lens of existential 

psychology, where it manifests as a rational, yet distressing, confrontation with a global 

and seemingly uncontrollable threat. This anxiety is not merely a personal fear but is often 

linked to a deep-seated sense of ecological grief and moral injury, stemming from the 

perception of ongoing environmental harm and societal inaction (Clayton 2020). Its 

cognitive underpinnings, particularly the appraisals of uncontrollability and uncertainty, 

share features with clinical anxiety, which can lead to functional impairment in daily life 

(Fadhel and Al Seyabi 2025).  

 

• Solastalgia and Ecological Grief represent the emotional toll of environmental loss. 

Solastalgia specifically captures the erosion of solace and identity tied to a changing 

home environment, while ecological grief extends to a broader mourning for lost species, 

ecosystems, and anticipated futures (Aruta 2025). These are not temporary feelings but 

can become chronic states of distress, particularly for communities whose culture, 
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spirituality, and economic survival are intimately linked to the land (Cunsolo and Ellis 

2018).  

Critically, the intensity of these responses is often moderated by an individual's sense of self-

efficacy—the belief that one's actions can make a meaningful difference. When this is low, anxiety 

and grief can lead to paralysis (eco-paralysis) and disengagement. Conversely, when fostered, 

it can channel distress into proactive engagement, highlighting that the line between adaptive 

concern and debilitating distress is often a function of perceived agency (Clayton 2020; 

Sachisthal et al. 2025). 

 

4. Building Resilience and Adaptive Capacity: A Framework for Response 

Given the scale of climate impacts, fostering psychological and community resilience is a critical 

public health imperative. This requires a multi-level approach that enhances the capacity to 

withstand, adapt to, and recover from climate-related stressors. 

 

4.1. Defining Resilience and Adaptive Capacity 

The concept of resilience is authoritatively defined as "the capacity of social, economic and 

ecosystems to cope with a hazardous event or trend or disturbance, responding or reorganising 

in ways that maintain their essential function, identity and structure as well as biodiversity in case 

of ecosystems while also maintaining the capacity for adaptation, learning and transformation. 

Resilience is a positive attribute when it maintains such a capacity for adaptation, learning, and/or 

transformation" [IPCC, 2023, p. 7]. In public health, this is closely aligned with building the 

capacity to withstand, adapt to, and recover from climate-related stressors. This capacity is 

fundamentally underpinned by adaptive capacity, which is "The ability of systems, institutions, 

humans and other organisms to adjust to potential damage, to take advantage of opportunities 

or to respond to consequences" [IPCC, 2022 p. 2899]. 

In practical terms within socio-ecological systems, this represents the combination of resources 

a community can mobilize to anticipate and manage climate impacts. The relationship is direct: 

the higher the adaptive capacity within a system, the greater the likelihood that actors will be able 

to effectively respond to climate impacts, and thus the more resilient the system will be (Birchall 

et al. 2026). 

 

4.2. Key Pathways to Building Resilience 

Research points to several synergistic pathways for enhancing resilience across individual, 

community, and systemic levels. 
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• Fostering Self-Efficacy and Climate Engagement: Psychological engagement is a key 

driver of resilience. A network analysis of Dutch youth identified self-efficacy—the belief 

in one's ability to contribute to change—as the most central and influential construct, 

directly linked to proactive behaviors like information seeking (Sachisthal et al. 2025). 

Empowering individuals through self-efficacy is therefore a critical intervention point to 

combat feelings of helplessness and channel anxiety into constructive action. 

 

• Strengthening Community-Led Action and Social Cohesion: Resilience is deeply 

rooted in community structures. Moving beyond an individual-focused model to 

support community-led collective actions that build robust social networks is essential 

(Longman et al. 2023). This approach is evidenced by strategies identified in highly 

impacted communities, such as "banding together" and expanding local support systems, 

which serve as vital buffers against collective distress (Tito et al. 2024). Strong social 

cohesion is a well-documented protective factor for mental health in the aftermath of 

disasters (Goldmann and Galea 2014).  

 

• Promoting Connection with Nature: While a source of distress, the natural world can 

also promote healing. Exposure to nature is associated with reduced physiological and 

perceived stress, and a strong sense of nature relatedness predicts lower functional 

impairment from climate anxiety (Baumbusch et al. 2025). Fostering this positive 

connection can thus serve as a protective factor, building emotional resilience. 

 

• Implementing Public Health and System-Level Interventions: Building resilience 

requires proactive investment in public health infrastructure. This includes ensuring 

access to mental health services post-disaster and training frontline workers, as 

recommended by (Adepoju et al. 2025). Furthermore, strengthening the overall resilience 

of health systems is paramount to ensure continuous service delivery and protect 

healthcare workers' well-being during climate shocks, thereby forming a critical line of 

defense for community health (Gkouliaveras et al. 2025; Tsakonas et al. 2024). 

 

5. Discussion and Conclusion 

This review has synthesized evidence establishing climate change as a critical determinant of 

global mental health, whose impacts cascade through direct traumatic exposure and the chronic 

burden of environmental awareness. A paramount finding is the necessity to evolve mental health 

frameworks beyond a focus solely on clinical pathology. The significant prevalence of non-

pathological eco-emotions—such as climate anxiety, solastalgia, and ecological grief—demands 
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public health and clinical responses that validate this distress as a rational, if painful, engagement 

with reality, rather than treating it as a disorder (Aruta 2025; Clayton 2020). 

The evidence further underscores that vulnerability is not random but is mediated by 

developmental stage, occupation, and social capital. The acute sensitivity of adolescents and the 

compounded stressors faced by healthcare workers highlight how climate mental health risks are 

layered upon pre-existing social and structural vulnerabilities (Hindmarch et al. 2025; Tsakonas 

et al. 2024). This patterned inequality necessitates targeted interventions that bolster protective 

factors for these groups. 

In response, this paper has argued for a paradigm shift toward proactively building multi-level 

resilience, conceptualized as a dynamic capacity underpinned by adaptive resources. The 

identified pathways—fostering self-efficacy to combat helplessness, strengthening community 

networks for collective support, and fortifying health systems to maintain care during shocks—

are not isolated but synergistic (Gkouliaveras et al. 2025; Longman et al. 2023; Sachisthal et al. 

2025). Empowering individual action, for instance, is more sustainable within a supportive 

community, and both are dependent on a resilient health system. 

In conclusion, protecting mental well-being in a changing climate is an urgent and integral 

component of comprehensive climate adaptation. The task ahead requires integrating 

psychological science into climate policy and public health planning to simultaneously treat 

distress and prevent it by cultivating resilience. By mobilizing knowledge across these domains, 

society can better navigate the psychological dimensions of the climate crisis, transforming a 

narrative of vulnerability into one of proactive adaptation and collective strength. 
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