How does climate change affect mental health
Written by Frank Lee, HOPE researcher (NSW)

Climate change, driven by human-induced greenhouse gas emissions, is a profound public health crisis that
exacerbates mental health challenges through direct trauma, indirect stressors, and systemic inequities.
Extreme weather events like bushfires and hurricanes cause acute psychological trauma, including post-
traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and depression, while chronic stressors such as eco-anxiety and economic
strain erode well-being. Rising temperatures intensify existing conditions and introduce new risks,
disproportionately affecting vulnerable groups like youth, Indigenous communities, and low-income populations.
As non-governmental organizations (NGOs) highlight policy gaps, integrated strategies are urgently needed.
Below explores these impacts through: (1) direct trauma from disasters in Australia and the USA, (2) indirect
stressors like eco-anxiety and socioeconomic strain, (3) heatwave-related mental health burdens, (4) climate
change as a threat multiplier, (5) disproportionate impacts on vulnerable groups, (6) NGO frustrations and policy
gaps, and actionable solutions. A flowchart of distribution of mental health by climate change guide the analysis
of a growing crisis [1, 2].

1. Direct Impacts: Psychological Trauma from
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Similar patterns emerge in the USA. The 2018
California Camp Fire saw 67% of directly exposed individuals reporting PTSD-like symptoms, compared to 14%
for those indirectly exposed, with low-income and minority groups hardest hit [11, 12]. Hurricane Katrina (2005)
caused widespread PTSD, anxiety, and depression, with prolonged recovery challenges for ethnic minorities
due to limited resources [11, 13]. The Royal Australian and New Zealand College of Psychiatrists (RANZCP)
notes that such events can lead to “solastalgia’—distress from environmental degradation of culturally
significant lands—particularly for Indigenous communities [9, 14, 15].



The following table summarizes key mental health impacts in Australia and the USA:

Region/Event Statistic Details

Australia

Black Summer Bushfires (2019— 50% negative outcomes, 20% PTSD, depression in affected

20) major/moderate communities

Northern NSW Floods (2024)  -1.8-point MHI-5 decline Cumulative “worsening, = especially - for
unemployed

USA

California Camp Fire (2018) 67% PTSD-like (direct), 14% (indirect) Low-income/minorities hardest hit

Hurricane Katrina (2005) Widespread PTSD, anxiety, depression Prolonged effects n low-

income/minorities

Beyond immediate trauma, climate change induces chronic mental health challenges through environmental
uncertainty and socioeconomic stressors, further compounding the crisis.

2. Indirect Impacts: Eco-Anxiety and Socioeconomic Stress

Climate change fosters chronic mental health issues through indirect mechanisms, including eco-anxiety,
economic strain, and social disruptions, often intersecting with other crises.

Eco-Anxiety

Eco-anxiety, a pervasive fear of environmental doom, is particularly prevalent among youth. In Australia, the
2022 Mission Australia Youth Survey found 26% of youths aged 15—-19 was extremely concerned about climate
change, making them 1.81 times more likely to experience high psychological distress and 1.52 times more
likely to have a negative future outlook [16]. Gender-diverse and Indigenous youth reported even higher distress.
In the USA, a 2024 survey noted 16% of adults experienced climate-related distress for several days or more,
with youth in disaster-prone areas particularly affected by media exposure [11, 17-19].

Economic and Social Strain

Prolonged droughts in rural Australia have led to chronic stress and hopelessness, mirroring pandemic-related
stressors, with reduced access to mental health services exacerbating impacts [14, 20]. In the USA, tropical
cyclones disrupt infrastructure and food systems, increasing PTSD and depression rates, especially among low-
income communities [11]. Overlapping crises, such as Australia’s 2020 bushfires followed by COVID-19 or the
USA's compounded hurricane seasons, stretch resources and increase mental health-related emergency visits
[11, 21, 22]. A 2023 workshop in rural New South Wales reported worsened anxiety and depression from
consecutive bushfires and floods, underscoring the need for community resilience [7].

Compounding these chronic stressors, rising temperatures from climate change directly exacerbate mental
health conditions, adding another layer to the crisis.

3. Heatwaves and Exacerbation of Mental Health Conditions

Rising temperatures worsen existing mental health conditions and introduce new risks. In Australia, a 2003—
2018 study estimated that heat contributed to 8,458 disability-adjusted life years (DALY's) annually due to mental
health burdens, with projections of an 11-17% increase by the 2030s and 27-49% by the 2050s [23, 24]. The
May 2025 ClimaHealth report highlights escalating impacts from increasingly frequent heatwaves [25]. Heat
aggravates disorders like schizophrenia and increases suicidality, with a 1.3% rise in youth emergency
department visits for suicidal thoughts per 1°C temperature increase [23, 26, 27]. In the USA, short-term heat
exposure is linked to increased emergency visits for anxiety and suicidality, particularly among youth [11, 15,
28]. Air pollution, worsened by climate-driven emissions, contributes to anxiety and neurological disorders like
schizophrenia by increasing oxidative stress in urban areas [11, 28—-30]. The World Health Organization (WHO)
notes that heat-related morbidity far outweighs benefits from reduced cold-related deaths [31, 32].

These direct and indirect impacts are compounded by climate change’s role as a threat multiplier, amplifying
vulnerabilities across populations.



4. Climate Change as a Threat Multiplier

Climate change acts as a threat multiplier, intensifying existing mental health challenges and creating new risks.
It exacerbates conditions like depression and PTSD through trauma and displacement, with a 4% increase in
suicide rates post-Hurricane Katrina [38]. New challenges like eco-anxiety (59% of youth report high worry) and
solastalgia emerge from environmental degradation [2, 35]. Vulnerable populations, including low-income and
Indigenous groups, face higher risks due to limited resources, while climate-induced migration creates “climate
refugees” with heightened depression and anxiety [36, 37]. Overwhelmed mental health systems struggle to
meet increased demand, and economic downturns from crop failures or resource conflicts heighten stress and
violence [39, 40]. This compounding effect underscores the urgency of addressing climate-related mental health
risks.

These compounded effects disproportionately harm vulnerable groups, exacerbating inequities and highlighting
the need for targeted interventions.

5. Vulnerable Populations and Inequities

Climate change’s mental health impacts disproportionately affect marginalized groups. Youth face heightened
eco-anxiety, with 26% of Australian 15—19-year-olds reporting extreme concern [16]. Indigenous communities
experience solastalgia from degraded lands, compounding cultural losses [14]. Low-income and rural
populations in Australia face greater declines in mental health scores due to limited-service access [7, 20]. In
the USA, ethnic minorities and low-income groups, as seen post-Hurricane Katrina and the California Camp
Fire, endure prolonged recovery challenges [11]. Globally, the World Economic Forum projects 14.5 million
additional deaths and $12.5 trillion in economic losses by 2050, with ethnic minorities, women, and developing
regions at greatest risk [33].

Group Impact

Youth 26% eco-anxiety (Australia) [16]

Indigenous Solastalgia from land loss [14]
Low-Income/Rural Greater mental health score declines [7, 20]
Ethnic Minorities Prolonged recovery post-disasters (USA) [11]

These inequities highlight the need for targeted policy interventions to address mental health in a changing
climate, yet NGOs report significant gaps.

6. NGO Frustrations, Policy Gaps, and Actionable Solutions

NGOs like the Australian Council of Social Service (ACOSS) highlight inadequate long-term government aid,
particularly during compounded crises like the 2020 bushfires and COVID-19 [20]. Initiatives like the Bushfire
and Natural Hazards Cooperative Research Centre (CRC) are underfunded [41]. Doctors for the Environment
Australia and RANZCP call for systemic integration of mental health into climate adaptation, viewing eco-anxiety
as a rational response [14, 42].

Actionable Solutions:

e Disaster Response: Embed mental health counsel in disaster recovery to address trauma, as seen in 50%
of Black Summer survivors [41].

e Community Resilience: Build local networks to support rural and low-income groups facing repeated
exposures [7, 43].

¢ Youth Programs: Channel eco-anxiety into climate action, as 2025 APA guidance suggests, targeting the
26% of distressed Australian youth [16, 44].

e Policy Advocacy: Normalize climate-related distress and advocate for sustainable policies to reduce long-
term stressors [42].

e National Framework: Implement coordinated support, as outlined by Australia’s National Emergency
Management Agency [41].

These solutions offer a path to resilience.



Conclusion

Climate change causes impacts on mental health through direct trauma (e.g., Black Summer Bushfires,
Hurricane Katrina), indirect stressors like eco-anxiety and economic strain, and heatwave-exacerbated
conditions. Vulnerable groups—youth, Indigenous, low-income, and minorities—face disproportionate burdens,
as evidenced by MHI-5 declines and rising DALYs. NGOs highlight policy gaps, but solutions like embedding
counsel, building community resilience, and targeting youth programs offer hope. By prioritizing mental health
in climate adaptation, we can mitigate emissions and safeguard well-being in an increasingly unstable world [1,
2, 44].
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