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Key points

¢ Climate change-related increases in temperature and extreme weather pose current and future
risks to public mental health in the UK.

¢ Vulnerable populations face heightened mental health risks.

e Direct impacts include anxiety, stress, and trauma from floods and droughts, and increased risks
of suicide and symptoms of mental health disorders from heat and air pollution.

¢ "Eco-emotions" stem from prolonged exposure to climate change-related issues, including grief
and guilt over environmental damage and anxiety about future climate-related hazards. Without
support, these experiences can worsen mental health and wellbeing.

¢ Integrating mental health support into climate change strategies offers an opportunity to build
public resilience.

Background

Climate change is projected to increase the frequency of extreme weather events in the UK,
including heatwaves, flooding, and drought under all climate change scenarios. In 2023, the UK
experienced its second-warmest year on record, with precipitation levels at 113% of the 1991-2020
average.! There is widespread awareness of the strong evidence that climate change negatively
impacts physical health?. Physical and mental health are closely linked, with significant
comorbidities between the two.? Increasing evidence indicates that climate change poses a serious
threat to public mental health, which is largely missing from policy responses.*

The World Health Organization defines mental health as a state of mental well-being that enables
individuals to learn and work well, contribute to their community, and be able to cope with the
stresses of life.> Mental health conditions can include anxiety, depression, phobias, panic disorders,
and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) leading to impairments in daily functioning.®

Victims of extreme weather feel mental health impacts directly

Heat and Heatwaves

Under projections of 2°C of warming in 2030, assuming high population growth (UK-SSP5) and no
additional adaptation, deaths due to extreme heat in the UK would increase by 169% compared to
the near-past baseline (1990-2019).” Grief from the loss of loved ones can be a risk factor for
development of depression.t Additionally, there is a correlation between temperature and
increased suicide rates. A study in England and Wales found that for every 1°C rise above 18°C,
suicide rates increased by 3.8%.° A meta-review of 17 studies showed that 88% found a link
between ambient temperature (relative to local norms) and suicide frequency.”® However, evidence
for increased suicide rates specifically as a result of heatwave events has had mixed results." A
significant correlation between temperature and hospital admissions due to bipolar disorder has
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been reported, as well as aggravation of schizophrenic symptoms.™ Individuals with pre-existing
conditions, those taking medications such as certain psychotropics, and those with substance
abuse issues are especially vulnerable during heatwaves, including increased likelihood of death.™

Maintaining an active lifestyle has widespread mental health benefits, but high temperatures can
reduce the frequency, duration, and motivation for physical exercise.” Higher nighttime
temperatures have been linked to poor sleep quality, resulting in greater mental health risks." Other
impacts of extreme heat include physiological “heat stress”, altering central nervous system
functioning and causing emotional and cognitive changes.™

Floods

Under current adaptation levels, the geographic area exposed to frequent flooding (more than once
in 75 years on average) is projected to expand, increasing the number of households at risk by 41%
under 2 °C warming and 98% under 4 °C warming by the 2080s."™ Populations affected by flooding
commonly experience mental health issues such as PTSD, depression, and anxiety." In the UK,
increased use of alcohol, prescription drugs, and healthcare services has been observed following
flood events.” A study in England and Wales found that 55% of individuals exposed to a significant
flooding event reported anxiety when it rains.’ Key factors contributing to distress among flood
victims include lack of flood warnings, water depth, inadequate insurance, and concerns about
potential health risks from floodwaters.”-'® Long-term effects that worsen mental health outcomes
are attributed to evacuation, continued displacement from the home, and disruption to services.
These impacts are unevenly distributed, with women, minorities, and renters experiencing worse
long-term mental health outcomes."”

Droughts

Droughts in the UK are also expected to increase under climate change.?° The summer drought of
2022 had severe environmental and agricultural impacts which triggered downstream social and
economic effects.? Those in the agricultural sector are particularly affected, facing crop loss,
livestock failure, and reduced production. This results in increased stress due to economic hardship
and heavier workloads.?? These pressures can heighten anxiety and contribute to feelings of shame
and humiliation, further intensifying depressive symptoms.2* A global review of 82 studies found
there was a strong link between drought and mental health deterioration 22, but there is still limited
UK-specific research on this connection.

Vulnerable populations are disproportionately impacted

The mental health impacts of extreme weather are unequally distributed due to a combination of
social, economic, and environmental exposures. Elderly populations, people already living with
mental health conditions, children and youth, those with limited mobility, and individuals living in
high-risk areas such as flood plains and coastal regions are particularly vulnerable to poor mental
health outcomes.? Additionally, specific occupations, such as people who work outdoors, first
responders, and those in caring roles have higher vulnerabilities.?* Disruptions to healthcare,
education, and public transportation systems after extreme events can increase stress levels,
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especially for those who rely more heavily on these services.? Children and adolescents are also
highly susceptible due to their rapid mental development.?® Additionally, immigrants often
experience heightened stress compared to non-immigrants and may face greater mental health
risks due to a lack of community support, existing inequalities in housing and employment,? and
potential language barriers that limit access to resources.?*

The rise of “Eco-anxiety”

Rising awareness of the climate crisis and its environmental and societal impacts has led to a range
of emotional responses collectively termed “eco-emotions”.?® Included in these responses is “eco-
anxiety”, which has been used to describe emotional responses such as nervousness and fear about
ecological threats, along with grief and mourning over environmental damage, and at times feelings
of self-blame, guilt and powerlessness.?® Eco-anxiety is also associated with symptoms of
depression, PTSD, and insomnia.*°

Witnessing the effects of climate change on communities and ecosystems elsewhere can lead to
anxiety due to uncertainty of wellbeing for other humans and species.*' In the UK, 60% of the public
report that awareness of climate change affects their mental health.>? A survey of British individuals
aged 16-25 revealed that nearly 50% of respondents reported feeling very or extremely worried
about climate change, with 37% reporting that these feelings negatively impacted their daily life
and normal functioning.** A 2020 study found that young people experienced significantly higher
distress related to climate change compared to COVID-19, and this difference was driven by those
without pre-existing anxiety.** Mental health professionals in the UK have reported an increasing
prevalence of climate change-related emotional distress among their service users and anticipate
this trend will continue.*®

Opportunities for intervention

Integrating mental health considerations into mitigation and adaptation policies can help to address
the mental health impacts of climate change.*¢ Despite the passage of the Mental Health Act in
2007 ¥, the Climate Change Act in 2008 %8, and the Net Zero Strategy in 20213, there remains
limited intersectionality between these policies. There are significant simultaneous benefits to be
gained from integrating climate and mental health strategies. For example, expanding access to
urban green spaces promotes both mental well-being and climate mitigation and adaptation.*°
Building climate-resilient healthcare systems and community-driven policies can have mental
health co-benefits and reduce inequalities.*' Additionally, collective action, where individuals feel
connected to their communities, can foster mental well-being while driving social change.*2
Moreover, increased collaboration between climate scientists and mental health researchers will
allow for improved methods for measuring the mental health impacts of climate change and
benefits of action.** Finally, educating relevant stakeholders, such as mental health professionals
and emergency responders, and providing locally-appropriate public and school-based education
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can raise awareness about climate change in ways that support mental well-being and encourage
action.*'

For further information on climate change impacts on mental health globally, please see the
Grantham Institute’s briefing entitled: The impact of climate change on mental health and
emotional wellbeing: current evidence and implications for policy and practice.*

About this note

This briefing note was written by Monica McCall, a PhD student in the Grantham Institute’s Science
and Solutions for a Changing Planet Doctoral Training Programme. Monica developed this work as
part of her successful application for a fellowship at the UK Parliamentary Office for Science and
Technology (POST), during which she was seconded to the House of Lords Environment and
Climate Change Committee. The piece is styled as a POSTnote, a format designed to translate
contemporary scientific research into clear, actionable insights for policy audiences and decision-
makers. The focus, direction, and scope of this work were shaped with guidance from Dr Emma
Lawrance and Dr Neil Jennings at Imperial College’s Climate Cares Centre.

Through the process of researching and writing this note, it became clear that there is already
overwhelming evidence linking climate change to mental health impacts here in the UK. Raising
awareness of this often-overlooked connection is becoming increasingly more critical as the
climate crisis worsens, and the persistent lack of intersection between government policies on
climate mitigation, adaptation, and mental health demands urgent attention. We hope readers
come away with an awareness of the mounting evidence and can use this to design policies that
support the UK’s transition to net zero in a way that values planetary and human health in equal
measure and benefits from the synergies between the aims and impacts of these policy areas.
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