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Strong scientific consensus that 
climate change is occurring



Global impacts?

• Rising sea levels

• Number of island nations submerged
• Increased drought around world
• Collapse of the amazon ecosystem

• Conflict over water supplies around world
• Escalating death rates from heatwaves

• Increases in vector borne diseases
• Increases in extreme weather events
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Predicted impacts in Australia



Health impacts of climate change

• Climate change dramatically disrupts some of 
life’s basic essential requirements for health
• water, air and food.  

• ‘Wherever you live, climate change threatens 
your health’

• Most vulnerable: 
• Elderly
• Young children
• Rural, remote
• Indigenous
• Poor



Climate change related illnesses

• Death, injury from extreme weather events
• Heat stress, heat related illnesses
• Spread of vector borne diseases

• More allergic diseases
• Respiratory illness

• Infectious diseases
• indirect health impacts –

changes in food & water 
quality and availability



Mental health impacts of climate change 

• Anxiety & distress 
through awareness

• Direct impacts

• Disruptions to social, 
economic, 
environmental 
determinants



1. Emotional distress – climate 
change awareness

• As people’s 
understanding of 
climate change threats 
and impacts grows and 
deepens, it is likely to 
have a significant 
impact on their social, 
emotional and spiritual 
wellbeing. 



Denial and other psychological tricks

• desensitised

• rationalise
• justify
• distract

• sceptical
• apathetic

• displace responsibility



How do we cope? 

• A heightened level of concern is appropriate
• BUT: Remaining in state of heightened distress 

is not helpful

• ‘Finding the space between denial and despair’
• Stress management (e.g., APS tip sheet)
• Optimism 
• Information gathering
• Action
• Joining with others
• Rational thinking



• Predicting catastrophe

• Black and white thinking
• Awfulising 

• Shoulds 
• Labelling 

• Emotional reasoning
• Overgeneralisation

• Filtering
• Discounting the positive

• Jumping to negative conclusions



Mental health impacts of climate change 

• Anxiety & distress 
through awareness

• Direct impacts

• Disruptions to social, 
economic, 
environmental 
determinants



2. Direct mental health impacts 
• Extreme weather 

events, natural 
disasters
• Loss, disruption, 

displacement

• Impacts vary
• Type, scale
• Vulnerability
• Response

• Cumulative exposure 
and threats



Psychosocial impact of disaster

• Acute traumatic 
stress

• PTSD

• Other stress-related 
problems
• Complicated grief
• Depression
• Anxiety disorders
• Somatoform disorders
• Drug and alcohol



Mental health impacts of climate change 

• Anxiety & distress 
through awareness

• Direct impacts

• Disruptions to 
social, economic, 
environmental 
determinants



Socioeconomic disadvantage

Drought
• Failing crops
• Irrigated agriculture 

threatened
• High price of stock feed
• Huge financial impacts 

on farming communities
Cease earning income
Accumulate dept
Less spending in rural 

businesses



• Increased costs of basic goods and 
services 
• Food
• Energy 
• Utilities
• Petrol
• Water
• Insurance
• Transport 
• Communications



Social impacts of socioeconomic 
disadvantage

• Stress
• Insecurity 
• Reduced personal 

autonomy
• Social isolation
• Reduced education 

opportunities
• Negative self-perception
• Increased rates of suicide

• Reduced participation in 
‘optional’ activities such as 
social events 

• Increased workloads
• Strain on relationships 
• Separation of families to 

access employment 
opportunities



Mitigation 



First principles

• Understand the behaviour you want to change
• Which?, who?, barriers?, pilot?

• Choose lowest hanging fruit

• Remove barriers
• Increase motivation

• Combine interventions



Barriers
• Ignorance

• Uncertainty
• Mistrust

• Denial
• Discounting (time & space) 
• Tokenism

• Rebound effect
• Belief in solutions outside of 

human control
• Social comparison



Barriers

• Cost

• Comfort
• Convenience 

• Fear
• Forgetting

• Habit
• Beliefs – local versus global

• Perceived risks (6)



Motivators

• Commitment

• Congratulations
• Feedback

• Here, now and for sure
• Laws and regulations

• Incentives
• Communication techniques



Motivators

• Avoiding losses

• Group efficacy
• Prompts, cues

• Modeling
• Social diffusion
• “Our contacts with other 

people are the major 
influence on our 
attitudes and behaviour”



Adaptation



Mitigation, adaptation…



Transformation

• Change is possible            Life can be better



Hope and morale
• Without it…

• Mental health burden
• Inaction
• Catastrophic, runaway climate change

• The expert’s approach…
• How to develop hope and optimism?

• “For the community to be less pessimistic 
about the future requires a realistic 
understanding of what climate change means 
and about what can be done”. 

• ‘We need a new dream speech’



• "for all those aspects of life that this community 
needs in order to sustain itself and thrive, how do 
we significantly increase resilience and 
drastically reduce carbon emissions?" 

• Monbiot:  
• Freedom to live as we wish within constraints



The power of a positive vision



Living well with less

• an abundant future

• energy lean 
• time-rich

• less stressful
• healthier

• happier
• compassionate

• cooperative

• ‘stay where you are, 
dig in and make it 
better’














