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Climate anxiety, often referred to as eco-anxiety, is a
psychological condition characterized by persistent
worry or fear about the environmental crisis, particularly
climate change, and its long-term consequences on the
planet. It manifests as distress over global warming,
natural disasters, and the potential extinction of species
(Clayton et al., 2017). This anxiety can lead to feelings
of helplessness, emotional turmoil, and a sense of
impending doom, especially as people witness the
increasing frequency of extreme weather events, such as
floods, wildfires, and hurricanes (Brough et al., 2021).
The media’s constant coverage of climate-related issues
and the rise of youth-led movements like Fridays for
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Future amplify these fears, further emphasizing the relevance of climate anxiety in today’s world
(Thunberg, 2019).

Importance of Studying the Psychological Impact of Climate Change

Studying the psychological effects of climate change is vital, as the growing mental health
challenges associated with it have serious implications for individuals and communities. Climate
change-induced events cause increased anxiety, depression, and stress, particularly among
vulnerable populations (Ojala, 2012). The uncertainty about the future and the scale of
environmental destruction can cause profound psychological distress, making it necessary to
address mental health in climate change policies and responses (Cianconi et al., 2020).
Understanding these psychological impacts can inform the creation of coping strategies and mental
health interventions, ensuring that individuals can build resilience in the face of environmental
crises.

The objective of this review is to understand the causes, effects, and coping mechanisms related
to climate anxiety. It aims to explore how climate change triggers psychological distress, the
mental health consequences of environmental disasters, and strategies for alleviating this anxiety.
By investigating existing research on climate anxiety, this review seeks to highlight the importance
of integrating mental health support into climate change strategies and policies.

Understanding Climate Anxiety

Climate anxiety, also referred to as eco-anxiety, is defined as the chronic fear, worry, or distress
about the environmental crisis and the uncertain future caused by climate change (Clayton et al.,
2017). It encompasses both the emotional and cognitive responses to the perceived threat of
environmental degradation, where individuals feel a sense of impending doom or helplessness
(Cianconi et al., 2020). Psychological literature describes climate anxiety as a response to the
increasing awareness of climate change’s global impact, often leading to a preoccupation with
environmental issues (Ojala, 2012).

Symptoms and Indicators

Emotional symptoms of climate anxiety include feelings of fear, sadness, and hopelessness,
particularly in response to extreme weather events and ecological loss (Clayton et al., 2017).
Cognitively, individuals may experience rumination about the future, a constant worry about
potential environmental catastrophes (Cianconi et al., 2020). Behaviorally, this anxiety may
manifest as avoidance of climate-related discussions or disengagement with environmental issues
due to the overwhelming nature of the topic (Ojala, 2012). These symptoms contribute to a
pervasive sense of mental distress, particularly among younger generations.

Causes of Climate Anxiety

Media plays a significant role in shaping public perception of climate change, often amplifying
feelings of anxiety. Constant coverage of environmental disasters like wildfires, hurricanes, and
droughts heightens the sense of urgency and impending catastrophe (Brough et al., 2021). Visual
media, in particular, can evoke emotional reactions by portraying the destruction of ecosystems
and the suffering caused by climate-related events. This exposure, though raising awareness, can
also increase feelings of fear and helplessness, as people are bombarded with alarming images and
narratives about the future (Clayton et al., 2017).

The uncertainty surrounding the future of the planet is a key driver of climate anxiety. The
unpredictability of climate change, along with the potential for irreversible environmental damage,
fosters a sense of dread. As ecosystems degrade and species go extinct, individuals experience
grief over the loss of natural landscapes and biodiversity (Cianconi et al., 2020). This uncertainty
creates psychological distress, as people struggle to envision a stable or secure future.

Cultural narratives of consumerism and exploitation of natural resources contribute to feelings of
powerlessness in addressing climate change. Societal pressure to maintain certain lifestyles,
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coupled with the perceived inaction of governments and corporations, intensifies feelings of
helplessness (Ojala, 2012). People often feel that individual actions are insignificant in the face of
such global issues.

Connection between climate anxiety and mental health conditions

Climate anxiety is closely connected to various mental health conditions such as depression, stress,
and eco-grief. The persistent fear and worry about environmental degradation can lead to feelings
of helplessness, sadness, and emotional numbness. Many individuals, particularly younger
generations, experience a profound sense of eco-grief, mourning the loss of ecosystems,
biodiversity, and the irreversible changes to the planet. This form of grief is distinct from
traditional bereavement, as it involves mourning the collective loss of natural resources and
habitats that people feel personally connected to.

The stress and anxiety caused by concerns about climate change can also manifest as physical
symptoms like fatigue, headaches, and trouble sleeping. Chronic stress, in turn, can exacerbate
pre-existing mental health issues or lead to new challenges like depression or heightened anxiety.
The overwhelming nature of climate change and the uncertainty about the future can trigger a cycle
of negative thinking, making it difficult for individuals to cope with daily life.

In addition to emotional and psychological consequences, climate anxiety can impact decision-
making and interpersonal relationships. People may become more withdrawn, avoiding social
interactions or conversations about the environment due to feelings of despair. It can also affect
daily life, as individuals might struggle with making long-term plans or feel paralyzed by the
perceived severity of environmental crises. Ultimately, climate anxiety can interfere with one’s
ability to function normally, leading to a diminished quality of life.

Population Vulnerability

Certain groups are more susceptible to climate anxiety due to their vulnerability to environmental
and socio-economic factors. Youth are particularly affected as they face the reality of inheriting a
deteriorating planet. Their heightened awareness of environmental issues, fueled by education and
media, coupled with a sense of urgency, leads to a significant mental health burden. Many young
people feel anxious about their future and the world they will live in, often resulting in eco-anxiety
or eco-grief (Reser et al., 2012).

Indigenous communities also experience profound climate anxiety, as their cultures and
livelihoods are deeply tied to the land. Changes in the environment threaten their traditional ways
of life, leading to a sense of loss and trauma. Many indigenous groups face heightened
vulnerability due to geographical isolation, lack of resources, and limited access to healthcare,
making them more susceptible to the psychological impacts of climate change (Cunsolo Willox et
al., 2012).

Real-life Case Studies or Examples

Youth Activists

Youth activists are at the forefront of addressing climate anxiety. Greta Thunberg, the Swedish
activist who initiated the Fridays for Future movement, exemplifies how young individuals
channel their eco-anxiety into activism. Thunberg’s speeches often reveal her profound concern
for the planet’s future and her frustration with political inaction. By organizing global climate
strikes and mobilizing millions, she has demonstrated how taking action can help manage feelings
of helplessness (Thunberg, 2019).

Indigenous Communities

Indigenous groups, whose livelihoods and cultures are closely tied to the land, face unique
challenges from climate change. For example, Inuit communities in the Arctic have reported
significant emotional distress due to the rapid melting of ice, which threatens their traditional ways
of life. These changes not only disrupt hunting practices but also instill a sense of loss and
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mourning for their cultural identity. To cope, many Indigenous leaders emphasize the importance
of traditional knowledge and practices, fostering resilience by reconnecting their communities to
their heritage (Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018).

Personal Accounts of Eco-grief

Personal stories of eco-grief, such as those shared by Australian bushfire survivors, highlight the
emotional toll of climate-related disasters. One resident described feelings of guilt and sadness
after losing their home and witnessing the destruction of local wildlife. Coping strategies often
include participating in reforestation projects and community rebuilding efforts, which help
individuals regain a sense of control and purpose (Miller et al., 2020).

Coping Mechanisms and Interventions

At the individual level, psychological therapies like Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) are
highly effective in managing climate anxiety. CBT helps individuals reframe negative thought
patterns and develop healthier coping strategies when dealing with overwhelming concerns about
the future (Hicks et al., 2020). Mindfulness practices also play a crucial role by encouraging
individuals to stay present and reduce anxiety through techniques like breathing exercises and
meditation. These practices help individuals manage distressing emotions related to climate
change, fostering resilience and emotional regulation (Zaleski, 2019). Additionally, eco-resilience
building focuses on helping individuals foster a sense of personal agency and empowerment in the
face of climate change. This involves promoting sustainable behaviors and encouraging
individuals to take small actions to improve their environment, which can mitigate feelings of
helplessness and enhance psychological well-being (Searle & Gow, 2010).

At the community and societal level, support groups provide a safe space for individuals to share
their experiences and emotions, reducing feelings of isolation and enhancing collective resilience
(Norris et al., 2021). Additionally, activism and environmental movements offer a sense of purpose
and solidarity. Participating in such movements, whether locally or globally, can empower
individuals, helping them feel that their actions contribute to meaningful change (Fritze et al.,
2008). On a broader scale, policy changes promoting environmental restoration and climate justice
can also alleviate collective anxiety by providing a sense of hope and direction for future
generations.

Role of Global Policies and Agreements

International Agreements Addressing Climate Anxiety

Global policies and agreements, such as the Paris Climate Accord, play a significant role in
alleviating climate anxiety by committing to sustainable futures. The Paris Agreement, adopted in
2015, aims to limit global warming to below 2 degrees Celsius compared to pre-industrial levels,
emphasizing the importance of reducing greenhouse gas emissions. This international
collaboration reassures individuals and communities that collective action is being taken to combat
climate change, which can help mitigate feelings of helplessness and despair (UNFCCC, 2015).
Similarly, the United Nations’ Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) include targets for climate
action and mental well-being, promoting a comprehensive approach to address the interconnected
nature of these challenges (United Nations, 2015).

Policy-Level Interventions

To further integrate mental health into climate change discussions, policymakers should prioritize
interventions that address the psychological impacts of environmental crises. For example,
governments could establish mental health support programs specifically tailored to individuals
and communities affected by climate-related events. Such programs might include counseling
services, public awareness campaigns, and training for healthcare professionals to recognize and
treat eco-anxiety (Cianconi et al., 2020).
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Additionally, international frameworks could mandate the inclusion of mental health in climate
adaptation strategies. For instance, creating partnerships between mental health organizations and
environmental agencies could ensure that communities receive both psychological and
environmental support. Investing in education programs that promote resilience and proactive
coping strategies can also empower individuals to face climate challenges with confidence (Gifford
& Gifford, 2020).

Role of Education and Awareness

Education and awareness are vital in mitigating climate anxiety, as knowledge can empower
individuals to move beyond fear and take action. When people are educated about climate change
and its implications, they can make informed decisions, reducing feelings of helplessness.
Understanding the science behind climate change and the ways in which individuals can contribute
to solutions helps build a sense of agency. Awareness of practical actions—such as reducing carbon
footprints, advocating for policy changes, or supporting sustainable practices—can transform
anxiety into proactive behavior. This shift from fear to empowerment is crucial for addressing the
mental health effects of climate anxiety and for fostering a more hopeful, engaged population
(Gifford, 2011).

Integrating environmental psychology into educational curriculums is an essential step toward
equipping students with the tools to cope with climate anxiety. Environmental psychology focuses
on understanding the relationship between human behavior and the environment, and
incorporating this field into education can help students develop a deeper understanding of how
they are interconnected with the planet. Teaching students about environmental challenges,
resilience, and the psychological impacts of climate change fosters not only knowledge but also
emotional engagement and critical thinking. It encourages them to see their roles as active
participants in shaping a sustainable future (Rosen, 2017). Additionally, environmental education
can help students build emotional resilience, making them better equipped to manage their own
climate-related anxieties and take on leadership roles in advocating for environmental change
(Kollmuss & Agyeman, 2002).

Future Directions in Research

As the impact of climate change on mental health becomes more evident, there is a growing need
to address the gaps in current studies on climate anxiety. Many existing studies focus on short-
term emotional responses to environmental events but lack a comprehensive understanding of the
long-term psychological effects of climate change. There is a need for research that explores how
climate anxiety develops over time, as well as how it evolves in different stages of an individual’s
life. Understanding these long-term patterns will provide valuable insights into how climate
anxiety affects mental health across the lifespan and can inform more effective interventions.
Additionally, much of the existing research on climate anxiety is based on localized or regional
perspectives, primarily focusing on specific populations or areas. There is a pressing need for
global perspectives that consider how climate anxiety is experienced in different cultural,
geographical, and socio-economic contexts. The psychological impacts of climate change are
likely to vary greatly depending on local environmental conditions, access to resources, and
societal structures. Conducting studies that include diverse populations across various countries
and regions will help create a more comprehensive picture of climate anxiety and its global
prevalence.

Incorporating longitudinal studies into climate change research is also essential. These studies will
allow researchers to track the progression of climate anxiety over time and understand its long-
term effects on individuals' mental health, behavior, and decision-making processes. By filling
these gaps, future research will be better equipped to inform policy, enhance public awareness, and
guide mental health interventions for those affected by climate change.
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Conclusion
In summary, climate anxiety, driven by growing concerns over environmental degradation, is a
significant psychological challenge facing individuals worldwide. It is marked by emotional
distress, cognitive rumination, and behavioral withdrawal, often resulting from heightened media
exposure, environmental events, and the uncertainty surrounding the future. Key vulnerable
groups, such as youth, indigenous communities, and those in socio-economically disadvantaged
regions, are disproportionately affected by climate anxiety, with their mental health compounded
by ecological loss and lack of resources. Psychological interventions, such as Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy, mindfulness, and eco-resilience strategies, offer valuable tools for managing this anxiety
at an individual level, while community-driven actions, activism, and policy changes promote
collective well-being. Addressing climate anxiety is crucial for global mental health, as the
psychological burden of environmental crises can inhibit personal and societal progress. It is
essential to integrate climate change awareness and environmental psychology into educational
systems to foster resilience and prepare individuals for future challenges. The urgency of
addressing this issue underscores the need for a comprehensive, multi-level approach to support
mental health in the face of climate change.

However, despite these challenges, there is hope. Human adaptability, creativity, and collective

action hold the potential to combat climate anxiety. By embracing solutions and creating

sustainable, supportive communities, individuals can transform fear into empowerment, leading to

a healthier, more resilient future for both people and the planet.
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