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Why look at the effects of climate 
change on health? 
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1. Describing the impacts can personalize 
the issue  

2. Health impacts  transcend the partisan 
divide 

3. Understanding impacts is critical to 
preparing for them 

 
 

 

 



1. Direct and indirect effects 

2. Acute and gradual changes 

3. Experience and perception 



 Physical health 
 Mental health and wellbeing 
 Social relationships 
 Broader ways of thinking 



Disruptions in food, water, shelter 

Disruptions in delivery of health services 

Impaired immune system functioning 
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PTSD 

Depression 

General anxiety 

Suicide and suicidal ideation 

Substance abuse 

-- all of which may last several years or longer 
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49% developed an anxiety or mood disorder 

1 in 6 developed posttraumatic stress disorder 

Suicide and suicidal ideation more than doubled 
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Increase in domestic abuse 

Increases in crime 
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• Increased temperatures 

• Changing patterns of precipitation  

• Sea level rise 
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• Increased ozone levels and airborne particulates 

• Dust storms 

• Allergens 

• Spread of infectious diseases 
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• Hunger 

Changes in agricultural potential of an area can lead 
to food insecurity. 

A 2° C temperature increase will place 100-400 million at 
risk of hunger, according to the World Bank 

 

• Traffic accidents 

Precipitation increases accidents 

Temperature increases fatalities 

One study estimated an additional 603 deaths annually 
in the U.S. 
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Suicide rates go up 

Hospitalization for mental illness goes up 

Aggression goes up 

School performance goes down 
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Increases in violence and crime 

Increases in interpersonal aggression 

Decreased social cohesion 
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Due to  
• economic difficulties  
• damage to physical 

and social 
infrastructure 

• environmental 
degradation 
▪ Desertification due to 

climate change could create 
50 million migrants in the 
next 10 years. 
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 Anxiety 
 Uncertainty 
 Identity 
 Place 
 Community 
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Hopelessness 

Suicide 
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Individual responses 

 lack of control,  

 anxiety about unpredictability 

Intergroup tensions  

 over meaning 

 due to perceived inequity 
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• loss of occupation 

• loss of place 

• loss of lifestyle and culture 

• loss of autonomy and control  

  

  



  

  “Ranching families across the 
country are now facing an 
existential threat          to a way 
of life that has sustained them” 
   
(New York Times on wildfires in 
the U.S.) 

 

Farmers in drought-afflicted areas in Australia and India have 
suffered increased levels of mental distress.  
Suicide rates are higher for agricultural workers in the U.S. than for 
any other occupational group. 



• Weakened social networks 

• Increased level of conflict 

• Increased drug and alcohol 

abuse 

 





Possibility of solastalgia 

 loss of place and disruption of place bonds 

 -- the loss of solace from valued places  
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“Our gardens have had to die because our house 
dam has been dry…. It’s very depressing because a 
garden is an oasis…that’s all gone, so you’ve got 
dust at your back door” (Australian farmer coping 
with drought) 

 

“You think your house is permanent…  

When you lose your house and  

everything you own, you learn  

everything is temporary”  

(Hurricane Sandy survivor) 
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 “The lake was our mother and father. 
Without the lake, where do we go?” 

 “Can the people of the lake exist 
without the lake?” 

The Uru-Murato of 
Bolivia 
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• The poorest countries will suffer the greatest health 
impacts 

 

 

 

 

 

 

• Within the U.S., poor communities are likely to bear 
the greatest burden 



 Geographically vulnerable 

 Economically vulnerable 

 members of low-income communities and nations 

 Socially vulnerable 

 women, members of marginalized communities 

 Physiologically vulnerable 

 The elderly are particularly vulnerable to heat 

 Those already suffering from mental illness 



Physical vulnerability: 

 Immaturity can enhance the risk of 
disease, impact of persistent stress, 
vulnerability to pollutants, and effects of 
malnutrition. 

 

 Stress itself, along with malnutrition and 
lack of clean water, makes the body more 
vulnerable. 
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Social vulnerability: 

 Disruption to education 

Psychological vulnerability: 

 Dependence on others 

 Need for security 

 Mental health of the caregiver can 
impact the child’s mental health 

 

Effects will depend on the child’s developmental 
stage as well as sources of resilience. 
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Inequality itself is a threat to mental health 
through risk factors such as  

• Reduced personal autonomy 

• Negative self-perception 

• Stress 

• Social isolation 

• Insecurity 

32 





• Most people do recover from trauma 

• Post-traumatic growth is possible 

• Becoming actively involved in addressing 
climate change can help people to cope with 
the stress of worrying about it 

 

“We learned first-hand that the best way for us to heal 
from our devastation and loss was to help others 
recover.” (Hurricane Sandy survivor) 

34 



Practical support 

Community ties 

Sense of optimism 

Active coping strategies 



• Educate people about what to expect and how to 
adapt 

• Focus on local impacts 

• Conduct a vulnerability assessment 

• Establish the infrastructure to encourage adaptation 
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Plan ahead 



• Strengthen social networks, work across multiple 
groups 

• Consider the most vulnerable; plan for mental 
health resources 

• Encourage optimism and sense of efficacy 

• Emphasize co-benefits 
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Consider the social context 



• Burning fossil fuels emits pollution that is associated with 4 
of the 5 leading causes of death in the U.S. 

 

• Coal-burning plants are also the leading cause of mercury 
pollution, which affects the brain 

 

• 3.2 million people a year die from factors related to physical 
inactivity. Choosing to walk or cycle instead of driving can 
have strong positive health impacts. 

 

• Eating less meat, especially red meat, would reduce risk of 
heart disease and death while reducing carbon emissions. 
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• A view of nature through a window has been 
experimentally associated with more rapid recovery from 
surgery, reduced requests for painkillers 

 

• Time in the natural world has been associated with greater 
sense of purpose in life, reduced stress,  positive emotions, 
vitality, awe,… 

 

• … and these positive emotions have in turn been 
associated with lower levels of pro-inflammatory 
cytokines, which are associated with a variety of health 
problems including heart disease and depression 

39 



Climate change presents an opportunity  

•  to examine the social and physical 
infrastructure of our communities  

•  to consider opportunities of enhancing 
well-being 
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“Countries will have to undergo a shift from 
understanding climate change solely as a threat, to 
embracing the response to climate change as an 
opportunity for human health and well-being” 
 
The Lancet Countdown: Tracking progress on health and 
climate change. (2016) 


