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Introduction

The overwhelmingly negative health effects

of Climate Change (CC) mean it is rapidly
emerging as one of the greatest public

health challenges of the 21st century'. Rising
global temperatures will disrupt harvests,
deplete fisheries, and threaten water

supplies, increasing food and water insecurity
worldwide. Extreme high air temperatures

will increase allergens and other harmful air
pollutants, directly contributing to deaths from
cardiovascular and respiratory disease. Rising
sea levels and increasingly extreme weather
events will destroy homes, medical facilities and
other essential services, threatening billions

of lives and livelihoods. Changing climatic
conditions will also strongly affect water and
food-borne diseases, potentially contributing to
further pandemics?.

An area which, until recently, has been less
frequently discussed, is the impact these
changes in our climate will have on our mental
wellbeing. CC will inevitably affect many of
the social and environmental determinants
of mental health, including people’s access

to sufficient food, water, and shelter; their
financial security; and the stability of their
social and community networks3. As such, an
expanding body of research now exists which
demonstrates how CC is also dramatically
affecting the mental health of populations
around the world*.

Despite the recent growth of research in

this area, several knowledge gaps remain. In
particular, while some small-scale surveys

have been conducted, very few studies have
addressed the indirect effects of CC on mental
wellbeing in the United Kingdom; and no large-
scale studies have been conducted exploring
the extent of mental ill-health as an indirect
result of climate change and its effects®. As
such, little is known about the UK population'’s

views on the mental health effects of climate
change. In addition, aside from the actions
required to slow or reverse the changes in

our climate, questions remain surrounding if
and how the mental health effects of climate
change in the UK should be mitigated against®.
Moreover, as the UK transitions to a net-zero
economy, evidence is needed on how to ensure
that this transition is socially just, guarantees no
one is left behind, and is conducted in a manner
which strives towards improved public mental
health and wellbeing outcomes.

The Mental Health Foundation has a longstanding
interest in reducing mental health inequalities
and addressing the social determinants of mental
health problems. Our “Tackling Social Inequalities
to Reduce Mental Health Problems’ report
identified that the climate crisis contributes

to mental health inequalities and raised the
importance of addressing it. Our 2021 Mental
Health Awareness Week (MHAW) campaign also
emphasised how critical our natural surroundings
are for supporting good mental health.

To further understand this concern, as part

of COP-26, we held a UK-wide community
participation event with the aim of exploring:
(1) the current knowledge gaps on how climate
change will affect population mental health;
and (2) how communities and governments
should respond to the mental health effects

of climate change. This paper reports on the
findings of the community participation event
and is presented in three main sections:

(1) abrief outline of the evidence on the
mental health impacts of climate change
drawn from the existing scientific literature;

(2) asummary of the knowledge gaps which
remain;

(3) an outline of our community participation
event and its findings.


https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/explore-mental-health/publications/tackling-social-inequalities-reduce-mental-health-problems
https://www.mentalhealth.org.uk/explore-mental-health/publications/tackling-social-inequalities-reduce-mental-health-problems

What is already known?

The mental health effects of
climate change

The impacts of CC on human wellbeing will
vary widely and will not be equally distributed.
Factors that may increase communities’
vulnerability to the psychological effects of
climate change include the frequency and
intensity of climate impacts, weakened
physical infrastructure, social stressors such
as racism and economic inequality, and
socioeconomic and demographic variables
such as education levels and numbers of people
who are dependent (for example, children and
older adults in need of care)’.

These impacts will also arise through three
different pathways®, namely:

 impacts which stem directly from changes in
our climate itself;

« indirect impacts due to observing climate
change and anticipating the consequences it
will have for oneself; and

« societal impacts occurring through
weakened infrastructure and less secure
food systems.

Direct mental health impacts of
climate change

This refers to mental health consequences
which occur as a direct result of changes in

our climate - for example, the mental health
consequences of climate-related natural
disasters, including floods, wildfires, droughts
and hurricanes®. When people experience these
traumatic and often unexpected events, their
first reaction is usually a combination of fear
and distress. For most people, these feelings
will eventually subside, but for some these
emotions continue and can increase their risk
of developing more long-term mental health
difficulties™. Mental health research following
natural disasters has found the number of
people who experience Post-Traumatic Stress
Disorder (PTSD) is substantial, affecting almost
a quarter of the population (24%) in some

studies™. Significant increases in levels of
anxiety, depression, emotional instability and
general psychological distress have also been
found in studies of post-disaster populations
across the world'?™. In addition, rising levels of
almost all forms of substance use and misuse
(including alcohol, marijuana and narcotics)'>"
and an increased risk of suicidal thoughts™ and
acts among natural disaster survivors around
the world is now well documented™.

More gradual changes in our climate, namely
rising global temperatures, are also likely to
directly impact mental health and wellbeing.
Researchers have found a strong link between
rising temperatures and increased aggression?°.
This aggression can be directed toward

others, with numerous studies identifying a

link between hotter weather and violence?-22.
However, it can also be directed at oneself, with
a clear association between hotter weather and
rising psychiatric hospitalisations? and suicide
rates?*. Increases in air pollution are also likely
to have a direct effect on mental health, with
research suggesting it may also trigger and
exacerbate mental health difficulties?.

Indirect mental health impacts of
climate change

More recently, attention has also turned to
mental health difficulties arising not because of
experiencing CC's effects directly, but rather
due to anxiety or concern about the problem.
The worsening climate situation, as well as a
rise in media reports on CC have led to an
increasing number of people experiencing
substantial distress, anxiety and worry about
CC and its consequences?. Such is the rise

in the experience of and interest in climate-
related anxiety, that in 2017, the American
Psychiatric Association (APA) defined the

term ‘eco-anxiety’ as “a chronic fear of
environmental doom” caused by “watching

the slow and seemingly irrevocable impacts

of climate change unfold” combined with
“worrying about the future for oneself, children,
and later generations"?.



In the past five years, a small but growing
number of studies have found rising levels of
eco-anxiety through surveys of the general
population in a number of different countries.

In particular, nationally representative surveys
in Australia?8, North America?’, Finland3® and
Greenland® have all shown that a substantial
proportion of adults in these countries

report significant distress or worry about

the effects of CC. For example, a nationally
representative survey conducted in the USA by
Yale University, found two in three Americans
(66%) said they are at least “somewhat worried
about global warming, with three in ten (30%)
reporting they are “very worried,” a nearly
three-fold increase since October 201432,

"

To date, no nationally representative studies
have explored the prevalence of eco-anxiety
or other climate related mental health issues
in the United Kingdom. However, in a recent
national poll conducted by the Mental Health
Foundation, more than two in five young
adults (41% of 18- to 24-year-olds) reported
that thoughts and feelings about CC have a
negative impact on their mental health, while a
quarter (25%) of those aged 25 to 44 reported
that it made them fear the future. Several other
small-scale studies have also indicated that
anxiety, concern and fear may be widespread.
For example, a recent study of 2,000 young
people aged 8-16 years, commissioned by the
BBC, found that 73 per cent were worried
about the state of the planet, 19 per cent have
had a bad dream about climate change, and

41 per cent do not trust adults to tackle the
challenges presented by CC*®3.

Another study, this time of child and adolescent
psychiatrists in England, conducted by the
Royal College of Psychiatrists, found that

over half (57%) are seeing children and young
people distressed about the climate crisis and
the state of the environment®4. In addition, a
study of 700 university students in Bristol also
found that over 70 per cent reported having
experienced significant worry or anxiety as a
result of CC, with 56 per cent stating that it
had affected their desire to have a family in
the future and 44 per cent stating that their
motivation to work towards their life goals had
been negatively affected.

Societal consequences of climate change

Finally, one of the starkest ways in which

CC is likely to impact mental health around

the world will be through the effects it has

on people’s social circumstances, such as

their income, homes, jobs and livelihoods?3®.
Persistent drought, for instance, destroys crops,
leaving people without income or food; while
deforestation, desertification and rising sea
levels result in loss of land and space for people
to live and work.

The impacts of climate change on agriculture
across the globe will also have direct
implications for UK food security and food
prices, as the UK imports 40% of the food

it consumes®¢. People may also want, or be
forced, to leave their homes due to rising sea
levels, thawing permafrost, melting glaciers, or
desertification, all of which make it impossible
or undesirable to remain®. For example, in
2018 alone, 18.8 million people were displaced
as a result of disasters, including storms, floods
and cyclones®®.

Climate change is therefore now recognized

as a key driver of mobility in the Agenda for
Humanity; the 2016 United Nations Summit for
Refugees and Migrants; the Global Compact
for Migration; and the Global Compact on
Refugees®.

As a result, the World Bank estimates that over
the next 10 years climate change will push
more than 100 million people into poverty if
urgent action is not taken, with those who are
already vulnerable, including women, children
and those already living in poverty being most
at risk#©. The effects of this on people’s mental
health must not be underestimated. Poverty,
and its consequences, can have a corrosive
impact on people’s mental wellbeing and is
one of the biggest drivers of mental ill-health
worldwide®'.



Box 1. The mental health impacts of climate change

1. Direct impacts

« Mental health effects of climate related natural disasters, including PTSD, anxiety,

depression, and addiction issues.

« An association between rising temperatures and a rise in psychiatric hospital admissions.

« An association between rising temperatures and an increase in suicidal thoughts and acts.

2. Indirect impacts

« Climate related anxiety and ‘eco-anxiety".

3. Societal consequences

« Anincrease in displacement and ‘climate refugees’.

« Increases in poverty and food insecurity worldwide.

The mental health impacts of
transition to net-zero

To reduce the effects of CC, societies will need
to undergo radical transformation in several
areas. Reliance on fossil fuels must end and
countries will have to cut their carbon emissions
down to net zero. Without action to achieve this,
the most devastating effects of CC will not be
avoided and its catastrophic consequences

for the health and wellbeing of communities
around the world will not be averted.

Yet, while achieving net zero is clearly necessary,
it becomes complex in industrial areas and cities
where the livelihoods of a significant proportion
of the population are tied to polluting industries,
for example, oil and gas workers, aviation
engineers and factory workers making petrol
and diesel vehicles. These industries will need
to change completely and some of them will
shrink with significant consequences for these
workers and their communities.

Our experiences from the past show that a
careless, unplanned transition to net zero is
likely to worsen the situation for many. In the
UK for example, the dismantling of many heavy
industries in the 1980’s was done abruptly
with seeming disregard for the lives of those it
affected. Issues raised by workers and unions
were ignored, and mines were unexpectedly
forced to close, without due consideration

of people’s livelihoods or future prospects. In
the aftermath, whole towns and communities
were left with little or no support; many

still have not recovered. A recent report by
Sheffield University found that more than a
third of those living in former coalfields across
England, Scotland, and Wales report significant
health difficulties and that 1in 12 live on

either Disability Living Allowance or Personal
Independence Payments.

In an effort to avoid repeating the mistakes of
the past, the ‘Just Transition’ framework was
developed. Put simply, a ‘just transition’ is about
moving to an environmentally-sustainable
economy without leaving workers in polluting
industries behind. It aims to support good
quality jobs and decent livelihoods when
polluting industries decline and greener
industries expand. For example, creating
cleaner transport, building renewable energy,
insulating homes, and restoring nature are alll
industries that will grow in a ‘green economy’.
A 'just transition’ also provides an opportunity
to address existing inequalities in the labour
market, within housing and in other sectors,
to create a fairer and more equal society. For
instance, improving public transport links,
ensuring better quality and warmer homes are
built, and expanding access to green space, are
all aims of a just transition which will also have
public health benefits.



What still needs considered?

Although interest in the links between CC and
mental wellbeing is burgeoning, it is a research
and policy area still in its infancy. Knowledge
gaps are therefore vast and numerous. In the
first instance, further research on the indirect
mental health effects of climate change in the
United Kingdom is desperately needed. For
while small surveys have indicated that the level
of anxiety and worry among young people as a
result of CC may be profound, well conducted
large scale studies to scope the extent of eco-
anxiety amongst the general population and its
consequent mental health effects are required
to understand the scale of the problem and the
steps required to address it.

Secondly, considerable debate is needed to
determine how to address the mental health
effects of CC in the UK. While there is now
a broad consensus that CC is a considerable
source of distress, many argue that a high
degree of eco-anxiety is both proportionate
and appropriate, while others view it as a
necessary response to drive the vast societal
changes that are required to slow or reverse
CC's effects. Others have cautioned against
addressing climate anxiety on an individual
level, through counselling or one-to-one
interventions, for an issue which has its roots in
a social and environmental problem.

Box 2. Knowledge gaps

—_—

Who does it affect and in what way?

NGV

on mental health in the UK?

How prevalent is eco-anxiety in the UK?

Rather, they have highlighted that CC is a
collective issue, and as such, requires structural
solutions such as improved education and
awareness on the topic, strategies to build
community resilience, and interventions

which foster civic engagement and empower
communities to take collective action.

Finally, concerns persist surrounding the ability
of UK governments to ensure our transition

to net-zero is equitable, fair, and socially just.
For example, to-date there has been little
consideration of the potential impact the growth
in green jobs will have on women's labour market
equality. The sectors currently considered

core to a net zero economy are heavily male-
dominated industries such as energy, transport,
construction, agricultu re, and manufactu ring.

Charities have therefore argued that increased
focus and investment in these sectors may
widen the gender pay gap. Others have
highlighted that inadequate consideration

has been given to how policies which aim to
reduce emissions could impact consumer bills,
including heating and food bills, in ways that are
unfair to lower income households. In order to
ensure a just transition, it is essential that all of
these considerations are identified, researched,
and properly addressed as policy is developed.

What are the other indirect mental health effects of climate change in the UK?

What are people’s views on eco-anxiety and the other indirect effects of climate change

5. How should we address or mitigate against eco-anxiety and other climate related mental

health impacts in the UK?

6. How will transitioning to a net-zero economy impact upon people’s mental health at an

individual, community and national level?



Our consultation

Opportunities to share the most recent research
findings and to provoke discussion from a variety
of perspectives on new ideas and approaches to
tackling the crisis are urgently needed. As part
of COP-26, the Mental Health Foundation held a
UK-wide community participation event.

The aim of this event was to bring together
people from affected communities, mental health
practitioners, policymakers, academics, and
activists in order to identify areas of common
understanding on this complex issue and seek
a consensus on areas of knowledge that require
development. Attendees provided verbal
consent to be recorded and for their views to
be anonymously shared within this report.

Participants: To form a broadly representative
panel, 70 attendees joined from across each of
the four nations of the UK. These representatives
were sought from the following seven stakeholder
groups: people with lived experience of mental
health difficulties; service providers; health
professionals; policymakers; non-governmental
organisations; activists; and academics.

Seminar: The event began with an overview
provided by leading experts of the current
evidence about the impacts of climate change
on mental health, with particular attention

to the inequitable impacts of climate change
on the mental health of marginalised and
vulnerable populations in the UK. Speakers and
the sessions they delivered included:

 Dr Panu Pihkala (University of Helsinki):
Climate Change and Climate Emotions

« Professor Susan Clayton (College of Wooster,
Ohio): Climate Change Impacts on Mental
Health and Wellbeing

o Dr Michael Mikulewicz (Research Fellow,
Glasgow Caledonian University):
Connecting Climate Justice, a Just
Transition and Mental Health

» Abdul-Moiz Siddiqgji, (Activist, Mental Health
Foundation Young Leader and former Youth
Mayor of Derby): The impact of Climate Change
on the Mental Wellbeing of Young People

« Dr Gary Belkin (President, Billion Minds Institute):
Public Mental Health Service Responses

« Councillor Susan Aitken (Leader, Glasgow
City Council): Glasgow: The Transitioning City

Focus Groups: Thereafter, two 45-minute
breakout room discussions were held. These
discussions explored attendees’ views on

the mental health effects of CC and of
transitioning to net-zero, as well as their views
on how communities and governments should
respond. Each focus group was facilitated by a
staff member of the Mental Health Foundation.
Discussions were audio-recorded, notes were
taken by facilitators, and participants were also
offered the opportunity to share their views
using an online whiteboard.

Analysis: Interviews and audio-recordings were
first manually analysed by two researchers
independently. First, descriptive codes were
applied which focused on the content of

the participants’ narratives. Recordings and
whiteboards were then reviewed for a second
time, with linguistic codes being applied. These
focused on the language used by participants
and whether any additional narrative could

be drawn from this, particularly if emotive
terms were used. Finally, the codes which had
been developed in both stages were used to
develop conceptual codes aimed at identifying
themes at a more abstract and conceptual level.
These codes and exploratory comments were
then analysed by both researchers together

to identify emergent themes and patterns.

For example, initial conceptual codes such

as "anxiety about the future”, “worries about
children”, and “hopelessness” were grouped
into an overarching theme of “Concern for the
Future and for Future Generations”. Throughout
the process, researchers met regularly to review
the coding strategy. The codes which had

been independently applied were compared

in order to assess inter-rater reliability; any
discrepancies were resolved through discussion
until a consensus was reached. Our findings are
presented below thematically, with illustrative
quotes for each of the themes presented.



Findings

The mental health impacts of
climate change

Concern for the future and for
future generations

A strong theme which quickly emerged from
our analysis was the deep concern for the future
and for the wellbeing of future generations, held
by many attendees. Throughout the discussions,
participants frequently referred to the acute sense
of anxiety, sadness, worry and fear CC created
for them and the impact that these emotions
had on their day-to-day lives. For parents and
older attendees, much of their feelings and
concern centred on either their own children or
on the wellbeing of generations to come.

“I feel the saddest for my children. | want to
play my part to help the mess we’ve made
for ourselves collectively. | also feel sad for
the children | haven’t even had yet.”

“As a mother, it’s hard to get my head
around this.”

“l work with young people and have grave
anxieties for them. Sometimes my attitude to
deal with this is to bury my head in the sand to
cope, which has its own repercussions.”

For younger participants, this extended to
apprehension surrounding their own future,
with concerns about CC impacting almost alll
significant decisions. Worries included their
ability to gain and maintain employment, about
whether or not they should have children, and
for some, an overwhelming general sense of
hopelessness about their future.

“Hopelessness for younger people isn’t just
about climate change. Young people are
making big decisions for themselves from

a young age. How can you make a good
decision if you don’t have a vision for a good
future? This issue is having a ripple effect on
lots of other areas of young people’s decision-
making. Young people are struggling

to make big decisions because they’re
overwhelmed with a sense of hopelessness.”

Institutional mistrust

A notable feeling of mistrust surfaced

towards governments and institutions in
general. For example, attendees felt that bold
rhetoric coming from politicians on the issue
of reducing greenhouse gas emissions is not
being met with tangible policy change to meet
these targets, creating feelings of scepticism
and distrust.

“Climate change policies need to be more
ambitious and better communicated to
the public rather than just empty rhetoric
during COP-26.”

Some attendees also expressed cynicism that
both local and national governments were not
taking the mental health of their children and
future generations into account in their day-
to-day deliberations. Instead, the view was
expressed that governments were ‘stuck’ in
five-year electoral cycle mindsets, rather than
laying the groundwork to tackle climate change
in the long-term.

Powerlessness

Finally, a sense of powerlessness and loss of
autonomy emerged through our analysis of the
discussions. Participants frequently expressed
perspectives that CC was ‘out of [their] control’
and that their efforts to address the climate
crisis were of limited consequence or impact,
creating a sense of frustration, anger, and
despondency.

“The locus of control on climate change
is for the most part out of reach, which is
feeding into people’s sense of hopelessness.

”

Several attendees also explained that this
sense of powerlessness was impacting people’s
willingness to address the climate crisis or to
deal with its mental health consequences.

“Sometimes my attitude to deal with this is
to bury my head in the sand to cope, which
has its own repercussions.”



transition to net-zero

Box 3. Participants’ views on the mental health impacts of
climate change

Concern for the future and for future generations
« Emotions included anxiety, sadness, worry, fear and hopelessness.

« Concerns included career choices and choices about having a family.

Institutional mistrust

A lack of confidence in local and national governments’ ability and will to meet their
climate change commitments.

« Scepticism surrounding corporations’ and institutions’ motivation to take accountability
for their actions.

Powerlessness

« Participants expressed feelings of powerlessness about their ability to make meaningful
changes to reduce climate change.

« Other emotions included frustration, anger and despondency.

The mental health impacts of A degree of anxiety was also expressed on the
conduct of public debates concerning fossil

fuel industries. For many people, jobs in the oil
and gas sector are the lifeblood of their local

Potential for WIdenlng of mequaht'es communities; participants revealed perceptions

From our analysis it was clear that many of politicians failing to recognise these
attendees were determined to make necessary industries’ importance to their livelihoods.
changes in their own lives to be more
sustainable. For example, one attendee detailed “It’s vital we lay the groundwork for a just
how they and their friends have reduced their transition in the here and now but that
carbon footprints by sharing one vehicle: shouldn’t mean I'm made unemployed
overnight; that’s just not fair and will make
“Last year me and my friends decided that a bad situation even worse.”
we didn’t all need our own car and that we
vt e e e e e (N s Taken together, this created concern that the
the car as and when we need it. As well as transition to net-zero may not be ‘just’ and as
cutting our collective carbon footprint, we such holds the potential for widening existing
have saved in financial terms too!” inequalities. For example, some participants
shared stories of what had happened in
However, the view was also expressed that people their own communities during the 1980’s
felt they did not have the resources necessary and expressed concern that they may be
to make sustainability changes in their own lives, abandoned yet again in the transition from
with apprehensions that transitioning to net- fossil fuels.

zero would make them worse-off financially.

“I'm really concerned that my community

“I'd love to switch to an electric vehicle but will be left by the wayside again like it was in
there’s no charging point in my local area the ‘80s. We're always last on the list of the
and | just can’t afford it.” government’s priorities.”



Potential for improved living standards
in deprived communities

There were several attendees contributing to
the discussion who lived (or had previously
lived) in a community blighted by de-
industrialisation, primarily from the closure of
heavy industry in the 1980's.

From this point of view, attendees expressed
genuine optimism that large-scale investment
in upskilling and green infrastructure would
create the jobs needed to improve the

life chances of people living in deprived
communities.

“My town hasn’t been the same since the
mill closed but all this talk of new green
jobs makes me feel more hopeful for the life
chances of my children and grandchildren.”

Attendees also expressed hope that new green
industry in the area might re-ignite a sense of
community cohesion, something they felt had
deteriorated in recent years.

“Back in the day everyone knew everyone’s
business because we were all working under
the same roof and living on the same street.
I hope we go back to that. Nobody speaks
to each other anymore, which is a shame.
Maybe some new industry in the area will
change that!”

Finally, the view was expressed that having
the means to live more sustainable lives could
improve people’s overall standard of living.
For example, one attendee highlighted the
poor public transport connections in their
community being a barrier to cleaner air and
economic activity:

“Bus services have been cut to the bone in
my town in recent years and more people
than ever are using cars. If public transport
was made more affordable, accessible, and
sustainable - | really do think more locals
would opt for the bus over the car. The high
street has been really struggling these past
few years and it could really benefit from
more people getting the bus into town.”

Actions needed

Clear action from local and central
government

Throughout the event, a clear sense that
governments were not proving able to address
the climate crisis emerged. Several participants
explained that these feelings had been created
through a lack of clear climate action, a failure
to follow through on publicly made political
promises, and a perceived failure to prioritise
this issue.

Box 4. Participants’ views on the potential mental health impacts of

transitioning to a net-zero economy

Potential for widening of inequalities

« Asaresult of job losses and unemployment created through the scaling down and closure

of polluting industries.

 Due to the rising cost of living.

« Due to differences in people’s ability to make sustainable choices based on their income.

Potential for improved living standards in deprived communities

« Hope that green industries could create new job opportunities in deprived communities.

« Aspirations that new green industry in these areas might reignite a sense of community

cohesion.

« Thoughts that making sustainable choices could improve the physical health of deprived
communities contributing to improved mental health outcomes.



It was quickly apparent that to mitigate

the mental health effects of climate

change, participants saw clear and decisive
governmental action to either curb and/

or address it as fundamental. Numerous
government actions were suggested by
participants, including the creation of better
social housing, more green jobs, investment in
renewable energy and better public
transport. However, uniting these was the
ubiquitous sense that only through local and
central government prioritising this issue and
taking ambitious steps to address the crisis,
will the mental health effects of climate
change in the UK be mitigated.

“The mental health impacts will only be
mitigated if climate change is halted
or reversed - this requires action and
accountability from the top.”

“We need commitments from the top.”

“Governments need to start taking some
real action!”

“A clear and committed plan for the whole
of the UK, that people believe in, | think
would make a huge difference to people's
anxiety.”

Opportunities for grassroots activism

From the narratives of those attending the
event, it was clear that to mitigate both the
mental health consequences of climate
change and of transitioning to net-zero,
greater opportunities for meaningful
involvement in activities to overcome these
challenges are needed. For many, this was
seen as a necessary response to the feelings of
powerlessness and loss of autonomy that the
climate crisis has created.

“Support for grassroots and community
led initiatives are needed, particularly
shining a light on... those not usually heard”

“People need opportunities to take part
and to address climate change in their own
communities”

For others, it was also seen as a chance to
bolster community resilience, through creating
opportunities for them to remain or become
connected.

“Inclusive groups and networks are needed
so that people can feel connected and

are able to take part in local and national
initiatives.”

Education and training

The importance of public education was also
highlighted by many participants. Several
explained their view that environmental
education on the effects of climate change and
the individual steps we can take to address it
may help empower people and alleviate some
of the anxiety they are experiencing.

“Education on climate change should be
part of the schools curriculum.”

"We all... all need to be educated... on how
to care for the environment.”

Others suggested that better mental health
education amongst the general public is also
needed. It was suggested that this may help
people better identify the difficulties they are
experiencing, improve their ability to seek
help when required, and may also equip them
with knowledge of how to look after their own
mental health and wellbeing.

“We need better education about protecting
both our mental health and our environment.”

“We need tips and courses on how we can help
ourselves keep our mental health in a good
condition; for example by going out in nature,
planting flowers, fruit and vegetables."

It was also suggested that better education
and training for mental health professionals
is required. In particular, educating them on
the prevalence of climate change anxiety,
strategies for managing it and on trauma-
informed responses were suggested.

“Raising awareness of the link between
climate change and mental health amongst
professionals.”

“Better trauma-informed responses amongst
professionals to the direct and indirect
effects of climate related circumstances are
needed.”

“We need more trauma-informed mental
health professionals.”



Research needed

Finally, from our discussions with those
attending, two clear research priorities
emerged. Firstly, it was clear that participants
felt the scale of climate-related mental health

problems in the UK requires further exploration.

Although a handful of surveys have begun to
explore the number of people experiencing
‘eco-anxiety’ in the UK, our participants felt
such research should not be limited to this term
and should explore more broadly the mental
health consequences of the climate crisis for
people of all ages and demographic groups
across the UK.

Participants also indicated that some of this
research should be qualitative in nature, with
the aim of exploring how these mental health
problems are both created and manifest at a
deeper level.

“We need to understand how and why
people are feeling the way they do about
the climate crisis."

“We should look at how everyone is affected,
you know... are old people feeling it too, we
need to know.”

Secondly, further research is required on the
impact of resilience enhancing strategies which
are aimed at preventing these adverse mental
health consequences. Several participants felt
that addressing this need within mental health
services was not the solution and interventions
which bolster community resilience would
perhaps be more effective, but that research to
determine this is warranted.

“Looking at what helps would be good, like
things in towns and communities to help
people with how they are feeling.”

“l don’t think mental health services will
have all the answers.”

“We need to look at other ways of helping.”




Conclusion

The Mental Health Foundation has a
longstanding interest in reducing mental
health inequalities and addressing the social
determinants of mental health problems. CC
is a determinant of mental health problems
that has the potential to widen existing mental
health inequalities. As part of COP-26, we held
a UK-wide community participation event with
the aim of exploring: (1) the current knowledge
gaps on how CC will affect population

mental health; and (2) how communities and
governments should respond to the mental
health effects of climate change.

Alongside a small but growing evidence base,
our analysis of attendees’ stories, thoughts,

and narratives indicates that climate change is
already having a considerable impact on people’s
mental health across the UK. Fear, anxiety,
hopelessness, anger, frustration, sadness, guilt,
worry and concern were all expressed throughout
the Foundation’s COP-26 engagement event
discussions. In the main, people displayed deep
concerns about their children’s futures and

the world they will inherit. Participants also
highlighted how different demographic groups
will experience CC in different ways. Such
feelings and concerns point to the need to take
the mental health effects of CC seriously in
the UK, and to look carefully at how it may be
exacerbating existing mental health inequalities.

Attendees also expressed concern, based on
experiences of recent de-industrialisation, that
the transition to a net zero economy has the
potential to negatively impact the life chances
and standard of living of those who can least
afford it. However, feelings of hopefulness that
this necessary transition will mark a fresh start
for communities blighted by de-industrialisation,
generational unemployment, and poverty in
recent decades also emerged. As such, strategic
industrial policy to decarbonise our economy
can be viewed both as an economic priority
and as an exciting opportunity to regenerate
left behind communities.

Finally, participants expressed frustration at
the perceived inadequate scale of response

being driven by local and national governments.
In the view of participants who spoke to the
Foundation at this event, tackling climate
change itself is the most important way of
reducing its negative mental health effects

and only through local and central government
prioritising this issue, will the mental health
effects of climate change in the UK be
mitigated.

There is much we should be taking
responsibility for in our individual lifestyle
choices to address climate change. However,
the implications of our findings are that
alongside individual actions, more concrete
steps are needed by governments working
together with business and civil society across
the UK to meet our international climate
change obligations in full. Empowering
communities to take local action will form a
core plank of this journey. It is also vital that
minority communities are brought into the fold
to determine the meaningful solutions that
affect their everyday lives.

Major gaps also exist in the evidence base
about the effects of climate change on people’s
mental health in the UK. Indications in this
report point to significant numbers of people
being affected. Research is needed in order to
understand the scale and nature of the problem
as well as to develop effective responses that
advert or reduce CC's negative mental health
impacts. Such research must be conducted
using participatory methods so that those
directly affected shape the research agenda
and its findings.

We face an uncertain and at times worrying
future, however our findings suggest that there
are steps that can be taken which have the
potential to mitigate the mental health impacts
of climate change. While more research is
required, the preliminary findings that climate
anxiety is rising amongst young people and is
among one of their biggest concerns, suggest
that action to address this is increasingly
warranted. We hope that our findings will be of
help to those seeking to prioritise this issue.
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