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1. Introduction

In the academic literature, the term “Anthropocentric Age” emphasizes the 
decisive and transformative impact of human activities on Earth (Angus, 2016). 
One of the most prominent characteristics of the Anthropocentric Age is the 
serious deterioration of the relationship between humans and the environment, 
and the multifaceted damage this deterioration causes to the environment (Satır, 
2025). This situation is not limited to the disruption of ecosystem balances, but 
also affects ﻿social structures, health, and living standards.

The uncertainty associated with the ﻿climate crisis creates intense anxiety, 
especially for children and ﻿future generations. This anxiety leads to helplessness 
and resignation in some individuals, while prompting activism in others. 
Furthermore, the psychological effects of climate change on individuals have 
been examined only to a limited extent in the academic literature. With the 
continuation of ﻿global warming, these psychological and sociological syndromes, 
particularly ﻿eco-anxiety (ecological anxiety) among vulnerable groups, are 
expected to increase at an accelerating rate (Albrecht, 2011).

The negative effects of climate change on children are not a problem of the 
future, but a reality that is being experienced today. As observed in Bangladesh, 
rising temperatures, more frequent and destructive cyclones, rising sea levels, 
widespread flooding, and soil and water salinization threaten agriculture, 
drinking water, and livelihoods, triggering disease, displacement, and mass 
migration (Stapleton, 2019). Similarly, the major forest fires in Australia in 
2019–2020 burned 46 million acres (18.6 million hectares), killed more than 
one billion animals, and resulted in 34 deaths (Tolhurst, 2020). The devastating 
floods that followed these disasters clearly exposed the inadequacy of ﻿disaster 
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preparedness processes and the increasing ﻿vulnerability of communities (Cutter, 
2018; Callaghan, 2023; Lee et al., 2023).

As the frequency and intensity of such ﻿extreme weather events increase, the 
IPCC’s 2023 Synthesis Report indicates that children and young people will 
experience three to four times as many ﻿extreme weather events during their 
lifetimes as previous generations (Hohenhaus et al., 2023). If current trends 
continue, a global temperature increase of approximately 3.2°C by the end of 
the century will pose extreme risks to human life (Hohenhaus et al., 2023). 
This scenario demonstrates that the ﻿climate crisis poses a long-term existential 
threat to children.

Children are aware of this reality. For example, 74% of children in the UK 
have expressed concern about the effects of climate change on the future of 
the planet (﻿United Nations Children’s Fund [UNICEF], 2013). However, the 
effects of the ﻿climate crisis are particularly devastating for children living in 
poverty (Gibbons, 2014). Climate change, like other environmental threats, 
disproportionately affects low-income groups, minorities, those with limited 
political power, and children (Boeckmann & Zeeb, 2016).

This makes climate change a clear issue of ﻿intergenerational justice. 
Although children bear almost no ﻿responsibility for the ﻿climate crisis, they 
are the group most affected by its consequences, both today and in the future 
(Gibbons, 2014). The Convention on the Rights of the Child emphasizes 
that all public and private authorities must consider the best interests of the 
child as a primary principle and that children have the right to participate 
in decisions that affect them (Cohen, 1989). Despite this, past and present 
political decisions continue to determine the living conditions of today’s and 
tomorrow’s children (Gibbons, 2014).

This injustice is one of the main factors driving young people toward global 
﻿climate justice movements. Young people around the world are demanding 
﻿climate justice through school strikes, campaigns to phase out fossil fuels, and 
direct action (Grosse & Mark, 2020). However, although young people are 
becoming increasingly aware of these crises, they are often discouraged from 
taking transformative action (Sloan Morgan et al., 2024). Furthermore, the 
roles of young ﻿climate justice activists in raising public awareness and mobilizing 
communities have not been sufficiently recognized or studied (Trott et al., 2023).

Within this framework, ﻿climate justice refers to the unequal exposure to 
the risks posed by climate change. This ﻿inequality contributes to increased 
﻿eco-anxiety among children. Eco-anxiety can lead to both psychological 
consequences and coping responses, such as activism.
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Moreover, studies in the literature largely overlook the relationship between 
﻿eco-anxiety and ﻿climate justice in children, and the psychological effects are 
often discussed separately from structural inequalities. This reveals the need 
for an integrative framework for understanding children’s ecological anxieties. 
The research question guiding this section is as follows: How is ﻿eco-anxiety in 
children shaped within the context of ﻿climate justice, and how does this anxiety 
translate into different coping responses, including activism?

This chapter examines the relationships among ecological concern, ﻿climate 
injustice, and ﻿youth activism. It also contributes to the literature by proposing 
a conceptual framework grounded in ﻿climate justice and by offering coping 
mechanisms for children facing ﻿climate injustice. This study approaches 
children not as passive and “rescue-worthy” individuals, but as active agents 
of ﻿climate justice whose experiences of ﻿eco-anxiety are linked to the ﻿climate 
crisis (Steinberger, 2022). Making visible the psychological effects of climate 
change on children, particularly the mental burdens arising in the context of 
﻿eco-anxiety and the justice dimension of these effects, is critically important for 
both child ﻿mental health and the development of climate policies. 

2. Methodology

This study employs a ﻿narrative literature review and ﻿conceptual analysis to 
explore the relationships among ﻿eco-anxiety, ﻿climate justice, and childhood.

2.1.	Literature Search Strategy 

The literature was systematically searched using the databases Web of Science 
and Google Scholar. The search process was conducted using combinations of 
the following keywords: “﻿eco-anxiety,” “ecological anxiety,” “﻿climate anxiety,” 
“﻿climate justice,” “children,” “youth,” and “﻿mental health.” The review primarily 
focused on studies published between 2010 and 2025 in order to capture recent 
developments in the field. Only peer-reviewed journal articles, reports from 
﻿international organizations (e.g., IPCC, UNICEF), and highly cited academic 
sources were included to ensure scientific rigor.

2.2.	 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

Studies were included if they:
(i) addressed ﻿eco-anxiety or climate-related psychological impacts,
(ii) focused on children or young people, and/or
(iii) examined ﻿climate justice or environmental inequalities.
Studies were excluded if they:
(i) did not provide a clear conceptual or empirical contribution,
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(ii) focused solely on physical environmental impacts without psychological 
or social dimensions, or
(iii) were not available in English.
This selection process resulted in a body of literature that reflects both the 

psychological and socio-political dimensions of the ﻿climate crisis.

2.3.	 Analytical Approach

A thematic analysis was conducted to synthesize the selected literature. First, 
the studies were read in detail and coded based on recurring concepts such as 
psychological impacts, ﻿vulnerability, ﻿inequality, and coping strategies. These 
codes were then grouped into broader themes, including ﻿eco-anxiety, ﻿climate 
justice, and ﻿youth activism.

In addition to thematic synthesis, a ﻿conceptual analysis was employed 
to develop an integrative framework linking climate change, ﻿eco-anxiety, 
and children’s coping responses. This approach enabled the study to move 
beyond a descriptive review and to propose a structured ﻿interpretation of the 
interrelationships among the key concepts.

2.4.	 Scope and Limitations

Although this study aims to provide a comprehensive overview, it is limited 
to English-language sources and selected databases. Furthermore, as a narrative 
review, it does not seek to provide a fully systematic meta-analysis, but rather 
to offer a theoretically grounded and integrative perspective.

3. Climate Justice

The concept of ﻿climate justice focuses on a fundamental injustice: 
the communities and individuals who are least responsible for and least 
complicit in the negative consequences of climate change are those most 
severely affected by them (Kaya, 2017). This injustice, its effects, and the 
ways in which it can be addressed are central to contemporary international 
discussions on climate change. The Fifth Assessment Report of the 
Intergovernmental Panel on ﻿Climate Change clearly states that the risks 
associated with climate change are disproportionately distributed and have 
a more intense negative impact on disadvantaged groups (Intergovernmental 
Panel on ﻿Climate Change [IPCC], 2014).

Climate justice is not only concerned with the disproportionate distribution 
of the costs and risks of climate change; it also encompasses broader 
issues, including ﻿participation in ﻿decision-making processes, inequalities, 
﻿intergenerational justice, and access to resources (Reese, 2016). In this respect, 
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﻿climate justice is a central analytical tool for understanding the human-induced 
causes and consequences of the ﻿climate crisis and for addressing this crisis in 
ethical terms (Sloan Morgan et al., 2024). Indeed, Whyte (2020), Martiskainen 
et al. (2020), Stapleton (2019) and Sultana (2022) emphasize that ﻿climate 
justice is not only an environmental issue, but also a social and moral one. 
According to Sultana (2022), ﻿climate justice draws attention to the ways in 
which climate change affects people unequally and disproportionately and to 
the need to address the resulting injustices through equitable responses.

Various global data sources indicate that the effects of climate change are 
concentrated in highly vulnerable countries, including developing countries, least 
developed countries, and small island states with limited adaptive capacity. In 
this context, the World Resources Institute (WRI) predicts that approximately 
80% of the costs associated with climate-related loss and damage will be borne by 
developing countries (WRI, 2015). This situation reveals that, while climate change 
affects the world’s poorest populations most severely, the primary contributors to 
the crisis are predominantly the world’s wealthiest countries (Pettit, 2004).

Table 1.
Climate Justice and Children’s Rights

Climate Impact Violated Right
Food insecurity Right to nutrition
Displacement Right to education
Pollution Right to health

The inequalities and ﻿human rights violations shown in Table 1 are evident in 
concrete examples at both the global and local levels. In Bangladesh, although 
climate change affects the entire society, its impacts are concentrated among those 
living in poorer and more vulnerable areas. Similarly, Hurricane Katrina had 
devastating consequences for the lowest-income communities in New Orleans. 
These examples clearly show that the groups contributing least to climate change 
are those most exposed to its most severe consequences (Stapleton, 2019).

Climate justice also has an intergenerational dimension of ﻿responsibility. 
Intergenerational ﻿climate justice recognizes that current generations have a 
duty to make responsible decisions to ensure that ﻿future generations are not 
harmed by pollution and climate risks (Newell et al., 2021). Extreme weather 
events, food insecurity, disease, air pollution, ocean acidification, and ecological 
degradation seriously threaten children’s health and life chances (Gibbons, 
2014). Climate justice should therefore be regarded as a fundamental ethical 
and political ﻿responsibility to protect not only the lives of children today, but 
also the right to life of ﻿future generations.
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A significant limitation in the existing literature is that, while ﻿climate 
justice is discussed comprehensively at the macro level, its psychological 
impacts, particularly on children as a disadvantaged group, have not been 
sufficiently investigated. This demonstrates that ﻿climate justice is not only 
a political and ethical issue, but also one that requires careful analysis of its 
psychological dimensions.

3.1.	Climate Justice and Childhood

From a conceptual standpoint, ﻿climate justice can be understood as a 
struggle against ecological inequalities. The ﻿environmental justice (EJ) approach 
emerged in the late 1970s in the southern United States through social 
movements opposing toxic industrial facilities affecting Black communities 
(Bullard, 2000). The ﻿climate justice movement draws on grassroots traditions, 
often led by Black, Indigenous, and other communities of color that resist the 
legacies of colonialism and slavery (see Figure 1), and addresses climate debt 
as a fundamental area of organizing. In this context, ﻿climate justice emerges 
as a multidimensional field of ﻿inequality encompassing colonialism, unequal 
development, global power relations, and the ﻿climate crisis (Foran et al., 2017; 
Martiskainen et al., 2020).

Figure 1. 
Climate justice is a river with many tributaries

Note. From Trott (2024), cited in Grosse & Mark (2020)

In this context, children and young people can be important actors in the 
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struggle to achieve ﻿climate justice. Today, many ﻿youth-led initiatives serve as a 
key point of reference in the ﻿climate justice movement (Sloan Morgan et al., 
2024). Early ﻿youth movements demonstrated that climate action and ﻿social 
justice are inseparable (Di Chiro, 2008; Loh & Sugerman-Brozan, 2002). 
Climate movements led by young people in the early 2000s included demands 
not only for reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, but also for systemic and 
equitable transformations (Di Chiro, 2008). This demonstrates that children 
and young people perceive the ﻿climate crisis not only as an environmental issue, 
but also as a matter of ﻿social justice.

However, the ﻿participation of children and young people in international 
﻿climate governance and ﻿decision-making processes is seriously and systematically 
constrained. In international climate negotiations, young people, particularly 
youth activists from Indigenous communities and the Global South, struggle 
to be heard effectively due to the exclusionary nature of these spaces (Foran 
et al., 2017; Grosse & Mark, 2020). Similarly, in the field of education, the 
financial involvement of fossil fuel companies in climate change education 
reveals how these companies are normalized in young people’s daily lives (Sloan 
Morgan et al., 2024). Approaches that focus on individual ﻿responsibility, such 
as carbon footprint calculations, obscure the structural causes of the ﻿climate 
crisis and shift the burden of ﻿responsibility onto young people and ordinary 
individuals (UBC Blog, 2022). Such initiatives fall short of meaningfully and 
transformatively involving young people in ﻿climate justice discussions (Sloan 
Morgan et al., 2024).

Figure 2. 
﻿Climate Change, Climate Justice, and Eco-Anxiety in Children: A Conceptual 
Framework
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The conceptual framework shown in Figure 2 illustrates the relationship 
between climate change and ecological concern within the context of ﻿climate 
justice. This framework demonstrates how climate-related inequalities increase 
﻿children’s ﻿vulnerability, raise ecological concerns, highlight their negative 
consequences, and outline strategies for coping with these challenges.

However, historical and contemporary examples demonstrate that young 
people are not merely symbolic but transformative actors in the ﻿climate justice 
struggle. Youth efforts to hold leaders accountable for climate-related neglect 
date back to 66 BC, when young people in Rome took action against leaders 
who failed to address drought and famine (Nkrumah, 2017; Nkrumah, 2021). 
The works of classical thinkers such as John Locke, Jean-Jacques Rousseau, 
and Karl Marx also document similar forms of collective resistance (Nkrumah, 
2021). In the modern era, young people continue to raise their voices through 
﻿collective action in response to famine and environmental destruction triggered 
by climate change.

In this context, ﻿climate justice creates an ethical ﻿responsibility not only for 
today’s children but also for ﻿future generations. Although ﻿future generations 
cannot yet express their concerns, young people have a ﻿responsibility to serve 
as their voice (Nkrumah, 2021). As tomorrow’s parents, today’s children are 
the subjects of decisions that will shape the living conditions of both their own 
generation and those yet to be born. For this reason, ﻿climate justice should be 
approached as an intergenerational struggle for equality that places childhood 
and youth at its center. However, the literature does not adequately address the 
barriers that limit ﻿participation in ﻿climate justice activities. This suggests that 
children’s role in ﻿climate justice should be critically examined not only in terms 
of ﻿participation, but also in relation to power inequalities and exclusion.

4.	 The Concept of Eco-Anxiety

In recent years, new conceptualizations have been developed in the 
psychological and psychiatric literature to describe specific emotional responses 
to climate change and ﻿environmental degradation. In this context, the term 
“psychotherapeutic syndrome” has been proposed to describe the psychological 
responses associated with climate change and environmental destruction 
(Doctors for the Environment Australia, 2025). One of the most commonly 
used concepts within this framework, ﻿eco-anxiety or ecological anxiety, is 
defined as “chronic fear of environmental catastrophe” and described as a 
multidimensional emotional state accompanied by anxiety, worry, stress, 
hopelessness, sleep disturbances, irritability, helplessness, and various physical 
symptoms (Lawrance et al., 2022). 
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Research shows that ﻿eco-anxiety is associated with emotional responses such 
as trauma, grief, anger, guilt, and existential questioning, as well as mental and 
physical symptoms including sleep, appetite, and attention problems. In this 
respect, ﻿eco-anxiety is an important ﻿mental health phenomenon that reflects 
the multidimensional effects of environmental issues on human psychology 
(Küçükkaya & Temiz, 2025).

It is important to note that ﻿eco-anxiety and health anxiety are two distinct 
concepts. Eco-anxiety is defined as intense worry and fear in response to 
climate change and ﻿environmental degradation. In contrast, health anxiety is 
characterized by excessive concern about having a serious illness despite the 
absence of medical evidence (Turgut & Öztürk, 2025). Eco-anxiety related to 
climate change is a significant form of anxiety that negatively affects individuals’ 
psychological well-being and quality of life, and it shares conceptual similarities 
with health anxiety, which is explained through cognitive and metacognitive 
processes. However, although both types of anxiety may operate through similar 
cognitive and metacognitive mechanisms such as worry and rumination, health 
anxiety is centered on “my health,” whereas ﻿eco-anxiety is centered on “the 
health of the environment and the world” (Turgut & Öztürk, 2025).

Similarly, although the concepts of ﻿climate anxiety and ﻿eco-anxiety are 
used interchangeably in some studies, the literature distinguishes between 
them. As stated by Cebeci et al. (2022), ﻿eco-anxiety is not limited to climate 
change, but encompasses broader concerns and anxieties related to ecological 
crises. Climate anxiety is defined as anxiety related to anthropogenic climate 
change and is associated with emotional responses such as hopelessness, 
powerlessness, and helplessness. Although sometimes used synonymously with 
﻿eco-anxiety, ﻿climate anxiety more explicitly refers to the negative emotional, 
cognitive, and behavioral responses to climate change. Research shows that 
climate change and inadequate policy interventions constitute a chronic source 
of stress, particularly for children and young people, and are significantly 
associated with ﻿mental health. 

However, ﻿climate anxiety should not be considered a pathological condition; 
under appropriate circumstances, it can also serve as a motivating factor 
that encourages environmental awareness and pro-environmental behavior. 
According to expert opinion, concern about environmental crises is a natural 
and meaningful emotional response, and the absence of such concern may 
prevent individuals from taking action and developing solutions. In this context, 
﻿eco-anxiety can motivate individuals to take ﻿responsibility for environmental 
problems and adopt environmentally sensitive lifestyles. As long as it remains 
at a manageable level, ﻿eco-anxiety may serve as a source of motivation that 
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encourages environmentally responsible action. While ecological concern and 
ecological distress can be observed throughout life, they are often experienced 
more intensely among young people. Eco-anxiety is frequently discussed 
alongside climate or ecological grief, which is defined as the sorrow experienced 
in response to actual or anticipated losses of species, ecosystems, and meaningful 
landscapes due to environmental change. Moreover, such emotional responses 
are reported to be more prevalent among indigenous communities with strong 
ties to a particular place, farmers, and groups who have witnessed environmental 
destruction firsthand (Foong & Huntley, 2021). Stapleton’s (2019) observations 
in Bangladesh show that witnessing environmental destruction leaves deep 
emotional scars on individuals.

The development of ﻿eco-anxiety is closely linked not only to environmental 
awareness, but also to the physical ﻿health impacts of climate change. Climate 
change contributes to the worsening of many physical conditions, including 
heart disease, stroke, and neurological disorders (Ebi et al., 2021; Chacko et 
al., 2021). Air pollution caused by forest fires and fossil fuel use also increases 
the risk of heart and cerebrovascular disease (Pryor et al., 2022). These diseases 
are strongly associated with depression and anxiety disorders (Whooley, 2006; 
Ayerbe et al., 2011). Similarly, asthma is increasing due to climate change, and 
there is a two-way relationship between asthma and anxiety disorders, with each 
exacerbating the other (Clemens et al., 2022; Dey et al., 2022).

Exposure to climate change-related stressors during pregnancy also paves 
the way for the intergenerational transmission of ﻿eco-anxiety. Factors such as 
extreme heat, food and water insecurity, and forced migration increase the risk 
of physical complications during pregnancy, affecting both maternal and child 
﻿mental health (Olson & Metz, 2020). Furthermore, exposure to ﻿extreme weather 
events and environmental threats during the prenatal period increases the risk 
of behavioral problems, low cognitive performance, and neurodevelopmental 
disorders in children (Kousky, 2016; Mlakar et al., 2016; Garcia & Sheehan, 
2016). Such indirect effects exacerbate the long-term burden of climate change 
on children’s mental well-being (Nahar et al., 2014).

In this context, ﻿eco-anxiety emerges not only as a psychological response, 
but also as a form of social and political awareness. Young people and children 
draw attention to the injustice of the ﻿climate crisis and the disproportionate 
distribution of risks, calling on current decision-makers to create a more equal, 
fair, and sustainable future (Foran et al., 2017; Holmberg & Alvinius, 2020). 
The words of Greta Thunberg (2018) clearly reflect this generation’s existential 
concerns about the ﻿climate crisis (Trott, 2024a). The ﻿climate activism pursued by 
young people through marches, school strikes, policy advocacy, and educational 
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activities demonstrates that ﻿eco-anxiety can be transformed from passive fear 
into ﻿collective action (Trott, 2024a; Verlie & Flynn, 2022).

In conclusion, ﻿eco-anxiety is a valuable concept for understanding the 
psychological burden of the ﻿climate crisis on young people and children. This 
is particularly important because children in impoverished communities are 
more exposed to environmental risks, which in turn affect their psychological 
well-being (Chalupka et al., 2020; Chalupka & Anderko, 2019; Stanberry et 
al., 2018). Eco-anxiety is an important phenomenon that should be examined 
both at the individual level and within the framework of ﻿climate justice. A 
significant limitation in the existing literature is the lack of complete conceptual 
clarity regarding ﻿eco-anxiety, ﻿climate anxiety, and the boundaries between these 
constructs. This indicates the need for a better understanding of the multifaceted 
nature of ﻿eco-anxiety and for further theoretical refinement.

4.1.	Psychological Effects of ﻿Climate Change on Children

In the context of ﻿extreme weather events, it is now known that climate change 
causes physical, social, and mental harm (Clayton, 2020). Climate change is a 
global crisis with short- and long-term effects that directly and indirectly affect 
people’s ﻿mental health. Direct effects, such as ﻿extreme weather events and natural 
disasters, include psychological consequences such as depression, traumatic 
stress, and anxiety disorders. At the same time, ﻿environmental degradation, 
environmental risk factors, and ﻿adaptation processes can also have negative and 
indirect effects on ﻿mental health. Recent studies show that the ﻿climate crisis 
can lead to psychological symptoms not only through sudden events, but also 
through slower environmental changes and a weakening of connections to the 
natural environment (Cianconi, 2023; Gunasiri et al., 2022a). 

In this context, rising temperatures and ﻿extreme weather events have been 
found to directly affect ﻿mental health indicators. In particular, significant 
increases in ﻿mental health-related emergency service visits and hospital 
admissions have been observed during periods when high temperatures are 
combined with humidity (Beggs et al., 2022; Mason et al., 2022; Dey et al., 
2022). While increases in these adverse outcomes are seen across all groups, from 
young children to older adults, they vary according to age, health status, social 
exclusion, and socioeconomic status, further exacerbating existing inequalities 
(Mason et al., 2022; Dey et al., 2022; Charlson et al., 2024).

Over the past decade, it has been demonstrated that deteriorations in child 
and adolescent ﻿mental health are associated with the increasing impacts of 
climate change (Fava et al., 2023; McGorry et al., 2025). Unless there is a 
rapid transition away from fossil fuels and towards restoring ecosystems, mental 
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disorders and psychiatric emergencies among young people are predicted to 
increase further (Clemens et al., 2022; Clayton et al., 2023). The adverse effects 
of high temperatures and ﻿extreme weather events on ﻿mental health are now 
strongly supported by evidence in the medical literature (Thompson et al., 
2023; Crandon et al., 2022; Nomura et al., 2021). Furthermore, climate change 
produces indirect effects by increasing known risk factors for psychological 
distress, such as stress, poverty, and social uncertainty (Crandon et al., 2022; 
Charlson et al., 2024; Vergunst et al., 2024).

The effects of climate change on children’s ﻿mental health are also amplified 
through physical health. The increased prevalence of chronic physical illnesses, 
such as asthma and heart disease, in the context of climate change negatively affects 
psychological well-being (Clemens et al., 2022; Beggs et al., 2022; Lespérance 
& Frasure-Smith, 2000). In addition, complications during pregnancy also 
increase children’s long-term mental and neurodevelopmental risks. Pregnancy 
loss, premature birth, and low birth weight are associated with climate-related 
environmental stressors (Sorensen et al., 2018; Chersich et al., 2020). Children 
born prematurely or with low birth weight have higher rates of both brain and 
nervous system problems and mental disorders (Girardi & Bremer, 2024). 
Furthermore, severe ﻿mental health conditions during pregnancy increase the risk 
of psychiatric emergencies in hot weather conditions (Runkle et al., 2024).

Climate change also increases children’s exposure to violence and 
trauma. Heatwaves and extreme temperatures have been linked to increases 
in physical and sexual assault, as well as domestic violence, both in Australia 
and internationally (Choi et al., 2024; Mahendran et al., 2021). Even if they 
are not directly exposed to violence, children living in such environments can 
experience severe psychological trauma (Pynoos et al., 2009).

Table 2.
Effects of ﻿Climate Change on Children

Climate-Related Factor Description Psychological Impact
Extreme weather events Floods, fires, droughts Trauma
Uncertainty about the future Climate crisis unpredictability Eco-anxiety, fear
Physical health risks Asthma and other diseases Stress, depression
Social ﻿inequality Poverty, displacement Insecurity, distress

Table 2 shows the climate-related factors affecting children and their 
associated psychological consequences. It also demonstrates how the direct and 
indirect effects of climate change contribute to the risk of psychological impacts 
on children.
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Finally, climate change triggers processes such as food and water scarcity, 
social unrest, conflict, and forced displacement, and this burden is felt most 
heavily by women and children (Clemens et al., 2022). Pregnancy and the 
postnatal period are already high-risk periods for the ﻿mental health of both 
mothers and children, and climate change further increases this ﻿vulnerability 
(Vergunst et al., 2024; Clemens et al., 2022; Sheffield, 2023). These cascading 
effects deepen existing structural and intergenerational injustices and make 
children one of the groups paying the heaviest psychosocial price for the ﻿climate 
crisis (Charlson et al., 2024; Sanson & Burke, 2019; Miles-Novelo & Anderson, 
2019). However, many existing studies focus on short-term events and neglect 
the psychological burden on children.

4.2.	Eco-Anxiety in Children 

Children and adolescents are among the groups most vulnerable to the effects 
of climate change due to their developmental fragility and high dependence on 
social support (Nutkiewicz, 2022; Clayton, 2020). One of the main reasons 
children show a higher level of ﻿vulnerability to the economic, social, and health-
related problems arising from the environmental damage caused by climate 
change is that they will inherit not only the current natural environment but 
also the ecological crises that are likely to emerge within this system for ﻿future 
generations (Whitehouse, 2017). Exposure to ﻿extreme weather events increases 
the risk of post-traumatic stress disorder, depression, anxiety, and sleep disorders 
in children and young people; accompanying family stress and disruptions in 
social support networks further increase the likelihood of developing ﻿mental 
health problems (Clayton, 2020; Gunasiri et al., 2022b). Furthermore, it is 
noted that trauma and stress experienced at an early age can weaken emotional 
regulation skills, laying the groundwork for ﻿mental health problems later in life 
(Clayton, 2020).

Within this ﻿vulnerability, the effects of environmental factors related to 
climate change on children are not limited to indirect stressors. Direct traumatic 
situations further deepen these effects. In particular, threats to a parent’s life 
during ﻿extreme weather events, even if the child is not directly exposed, can 
lead to stress disorders in the child (Pynoos et al., 2009). These experiences can 
also cause children to perceive the world as an unsafe place and to experience 
constant anxiety. The risk to children’s ﻿mental health is further increased if 
their families experience ﻿mental health problems, lack access to treatment, or if 
protective bonds within schools, local communities, and extended families are 
weak (Clemens et al., 2022; Arshad et al., 2020).

The psychological effects of the ﻿climate crisis do not stem solely from the 
disaster itself, but also from how this disaster is perceived. When children, as 
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a disadvantaged group, perceive climate events as resulting from the neglect 
or inaction of adults responsible for protecting them, they may interpret 
this as a form of betrayal or intergenerational violence, thereby deepening 
the psychological impact (Hickman et al., 2021). In this context, children 
are vulnerable to various psychological problems, such as anxiety disorders, 
sleep problems, phobias, substance abuse, and stress disorders, as negative 
consequences of climate change (Burke et al., 2018). In addition, psychological 
problems experienced by caregivers negatively affect children’s ﻿mental health 
and lead to learning difficulties, cognitive and language delays, and emotional 
regulation problems (Sanson et al., 2018; Pinsky et al., 2020).

The persistence of climate-related environmental destruction is also 
transforming children’s perceptions of the future. As Stapleton (2019) reports, 
some children emphasize adults’ focus on saving themselves rather than 
the planet, rather than rising sea levels and destroyed forests. The intensity, 
frequency, and variety of climate-related disasters experienced in Australia over 
the past fifteen years provide an important framework for shaping the future 
imagination of younger generations; this aligns with the literature documenting 
increasing anxiety and ﻿mental health issues among young people (Burke et 
al., 2018; Out, 2019; Sanson & Bellemo, 2021). Indeed, adolescents exposed 
to climate-related disasters have been shown to experience increased anxiety, 
sadness, anger, helplessness, fear, and hopelessness (van Nieuwenhuizen et al., 
2021; Gunasiri et al., 2022b).

Physical health threats are also among the important factors that deepen 
﻿eco-anxiety. Diarrhea, transmitted through dirty and contaminated water, ranks 
second among the causes of child deaths after pneumonia (UNICEF, 2013). 
In Bangladesh, weekly diarrhea cases have been shown to increase with rainfall 
(Hashizume et al., 2007), and in Peru, each degree increase in temperature 
has been shown to increase diarrhea cases by 8% (Checkley et al., 2000). In 
addition, climate change disrupts the food supply, increasing malnutrition; 
this creates a higher risk of stunted growth and disease, particularly among 
poverty-stricken children (UNICEF, 2013). For example, young children born 
during a drought year in Niger are 72% more likely to be stunted (UNICEF, 
2008). These physical vulnerabilities predispose children to feeling constantly 
threatened and to experiencing heightened levels of anxiety.

Finally, children’s biological and developmental characteristics also 
make them more vulnerable to climate-related risks. Due to their immature 
physiology, specific exposure pathways, and limited adaptive capacity, children 
are more exposed to the adverse health effects of environmental threats than 
adults and consume more air, food, and water relative to their body weight 
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(Chalupka et al., 2020). This multilayered ﻿vulnerability structure forms the 
primary structural basis for climate change fueling ﻿eco-anxiety in children. This 
shows that ﻿eco-anxiety stems not only from environmental risks but also from 
social and moral failure. Eco-anxiety can lead to individual problems, but it can 
also be transformed into ﻿collective action, such as ﻿youth activism.

4.3.	Children’s Climate Justice Movements in the Context of 
Eco-Anxiety

Youth activism is not only a political phenomenon, but also a psychological 
coping mechanism through which children transform ﻿eco-anxiety into ﻿collective 
action. Activism is a broad social concept encompassing the strategies used by 
individuals or groups to initiate, prevent, or transform ecological, economic, 
and socio-political reform in a particular community (Nkrumah, 2021). In the 
context of ﻿climate justice, activism emerges as a collective response by children 
and young people to the existential anxieties created by the ﻿climate crisis. In this 
framework, the Climate Justice Movement plays a central role in shaping climate 
discourse and bringing these demands into formal negotiation arenas (Kaya, 
2017). Emerging as an extension of the Environmental Justice Movement that 
developed in the United States in the 1980s, this movement offers an inclusive 
structure that brings together ﻿climate justice advocates, Indigenous peoples, 
conservationists, and actors opposed to neoliberal policies (Allen, 2015).

The Climate Justice Movement first made its voice heard internationally at 
the Climate Justice Summit, held in parallel with the Sixth Conference of the 
Parties in The Hague in 2000 (Pettit, 2004). The subsequent Bali Principles of 
Climate Justice explicitly highlighted the link between climate change, ﻿human 
rights, and ﻿environmental justice, emphasizing that all communities have the 
right to be protected from the effects of climate change and ﻿environmental 
degradation (Bali Principles of Climate Justice, 2002, as cited in Kaya, 2017). 
These principles oppose the commodification of nature and define ﻿climate 
justice as an ethical and political imperative.

Within this historical and ﻿normative framework, ﻿youth movements hold 
particular significance. According to Pierre Bourdieu (1979), ﻿youth movements 
represent a unique form of activism that challenges the boundaries of the system 
and seeks the fair distribution and protection of natural resources. It defines 
young people’s ﻿participation in ecological governance across eight areas, ranging 
from legal activism to advocacy, and from data collection to policy framing. 
However, young people’s ﻿participation in ﻿collective action is often fragile due 
to mobility constraints, academic responsibilities, and institutional pressures 
(Nkrumah, 2021). In this context, digital media and online platforms have 
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become critical tools that enable young people to connect with like-minded 
actors and disseminate ﻿climate awareness (Nkrumah, 2019; Nkrumah, 2021).

Young people’s struggle for ﻿climate justice has gained visibility particularly 
through structured youth networks. Initiatives such as School Strike for Climate 
(SS4C) have mobilized young people, who constitute one of the groups most 
vulnerable to the ﻿climate crisis (Hohenhaus et al., 2023). The Australian 
Youth Climate Coalition (AYCC) supports the development of young people 
as political advocates through hybrid organizational structures and youth-
empowering narrative strategies (Hohenhaus et al., 2023; Hilder & Collin, 
2022; Vromen & Collin, 2010). The Seed Indigenous Youth Climate Network 
Program, which emerged from the AYCC, has added a unique dimension to the 
﻿climate justice struggle by organizing Indigenous youth around the principle of 
“Caring for Country” (Hohenhaus et al., 2023).

One of the most symbolic examples of global youth ﻿climate activism is the 
school strikes initiated by Greta Thunberg in 2018. Thunberg’s call for a “school 
strike for climate” quickly mobilized more than 17,000 students in 24 countries, 
and by 2019, more than two million young people in 135 countries had taken to 
the streets as part of the “Fridays for Future” movement (Rescourio & Tridimas, 
2023; Svensson & Wahlström, 2023; Thunberg, 2018). This wave of ﻿collective 
action demonstrates how young people have transformed ﻿eco-anxiety from a 
passive state of fear into a transformative political force.

Youth climate movements are not limited to street protests. Marches, school 
boycotts, non-violent direct actions, and education-based initiatives enable 
young people to build strong public opinion on a global scale (Arnot et al., 
2023; Bowman, 2020; Martiskainen et al., 2020; Trott, 2024a). Participation 
in activism has also been empirically shown to increase young people’s critical 
awareness, self-knowledge, sense of empowerment, and capacity to drive 
﻿systemic change (Carey et al., 2021; Christens et al., 2023; Morgan et al., 2024).
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Figure 3.
Youth Activists’ Approaches to Climate Justice Activism

Note. From Trott (2024a)

The data show that protests, marches, interactions with public officials, and 
the use of social media are among the most common approaches adopted by 
young activists, whereas civil disobedience is used less frequently.

Despite this, children and young people remain largely excluded from formal 
climate negotiation processes. Children, young people, and ﻿future generations 
are systematically underrepresented in the final declarations adopted under the 
﻿United Nations Framework Convention on ﻿Climate Change (UNFCCC). Their 
voices, along with those of other vulnerable groups such as Indigenous peoples, 
minority groups, and low-income populations, are not adequately represented 
(Gibbons, 2014). This exclusion contributes to the transformation of ﻿eco-
anxiety into a sense of political injustice and pushes children to the forefront 
of the ﻿climate justice struggle. Furthermore, studies in the literature highlight 
the visibility of ﻿youth activism, but also indicate that its political ﻿effectiveness 
is limited.

4.4.	Activism-Based Barriers Limiting the Visibility of Eco-
Anxiety in Children

Efforts to transform the ﻿eco-anxiety experienced by children and young 
people in the face of the ﻿climate crisis into ﻿collective action encounter 
significant institutional constraints, particularly in global ﻿climate governance. 
At the Conferences of the Parties (COPs) to the ﻿United Nations Framework 
Convention on ﻿Climate Change (UNFCCC), protest activities are strictly 
controlled. Activists are required to submit their protest plans, including all 
materials and slogans to be used, to the secretariat at least 24 hours in advance, 
and the secretariat has the authority to modify these plans unilaterally (Grosse 
& Mark, 2020). These regulations constitute a structural barrier that limits the 
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spontaneous and powerful expression of demands for ﻿climate justice.
These institutional restrictions have a particularly constraining effect 

on young participants, since ﻿participation in protests conducted without 
prior approval or that deviate from the approved plan may result in badge 
cancellation, loss of access to the COP area, and even the risk of being barred 
from future conferences. These sanctions are particularly dissuasive for young 
people attending a COP for the first time, as they may be reluctant to jeopardize 
their access to the process or place the organizations providing their badges in a 
difficult position (Grosse & Mark, 2020). Thus, children’s demands for ﻿climate 
justice may be suppressed from the outset by institutional concerns.

These institutional pressures become even more pronounced when combined 
with the structural inadequacies of climate negotiations. Although COP21 
resulted in a binding agreement, COP25 was widely viewed as a failure because 
conciliatory negotiations largely neutralized the urgent and ambitious policy 
demands of the groups most affected by the ﻿climate crisis. The failure to clarify 
the rules relating to Article 6 of the ﻿Paris Agreement and the inability to develop 
credible policies on ﻿climate justice further deepened the concerns of children 
and young people about the future (Grosse & Mark, 2020).

Beyond institutional barriers, media representations also constitute a 
significant ideological barrier that weakens youth ﻿climate activism. In the 
Australian context in particular, conservative media outlets have consistently 
belittled young people’s demands for ﻿climate justice and produced hostile 
rhetoric (Hohenhaus et al., 2023; Alexander et al., 2022). Young climate 
activists are frequently portrayed as naive, misguided, overly emotional, or 
“not yet mature”, which undermines their political subjectivity and legitimacy 
(Mayes & Hartup, 2022; Hohenhaus et al., 2023). Such ageist representations 
are among the biggest obstacles to young people’s ﻿climate justice struggle being 
taken seriously in the public sphere.

Political actors can also reinforce these exclusionary discourses. For example, 
Australian Prime Minister Scott Morrison’s statements condemning school 
strikes have rendered young people’s demands for ﻿intergenerational justice 
invisible by framing the issue as a “school or strike” dilemma (White et al., 2022; 
Hohenhaus et al., 2023). In addition, legislation passed in some Australian 
states has sought to limit young climate activists’ capacity to engage in direct 
action and to restrict ﻿democratic ﻿participation (Hohenhaus et al., 2023). These 
legal pressures constrain young people’s political responses to the ﻿climate crisis 
before they can fully emerge.

Finally, the lack of political rights for children and young people also 
makes it difficult for them to make ﻿eco-anxiety visible in the public sphere. 
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For example, in the United States, individuals under the age of 18 do not 
have the right to vote, which severely limits their ability to influence climate 
policy directly (Trott, 2024a). This structural exclusion further highlights the 
absence of institutional channels to represent children’s existential concerns and 
demands for justice regarding the ﻿climate crisis. A significant limitation in the 
existing literature is the lack of a systematic analysis of how legal restrictions 
shape the emotional experiences of young activists.

4.5.	 Recommendations and Advice for Reducing Eco-Anxiety 
in Children

Practical approaches to reducing ﻿eco-anxiety in children and young people 
must address the ﻿climate crisis not only as an environmental issue but also as a 
matter of justice intertwined with historical, cultural, and structural inequalities. 
Scientific panels composed of global representatives emphasize that young 
people should be viewed as active partners in building a more equitable future 
and that colonialism is one of the fundamental drivers of climate change. In 
this process, cultural norms and gender dynamics directly influence the forms 
of ﻿youth ﻿participation, while the lack of systematic support for young people 
deepens existing injustices (Sloan Morgan et al., 2024). Therefore, addressing 
﻿eco-anxiety requires a ﻿climate justice approach that prioritizes the structural 
empowerment of young people.

Educational institutions are among the most important agents of 
transformation. According to Whitehouse (2017), the ﻿United Nations and 
UNESCO emphasize that education is crucial for effective international 
responses to the ﻿climate crisis and that issues related to environmental 
﻿sustainability and climate change are still not addressed systematically, clearly, 
and comprehensively in national curricula. However, climate change is not 
merely a topic to be included in teaching programs; it is a vital reality that must 
be placed at the center of formal education so that children and young people 
can build the sustainable futures they desire. For example, the ﻿climate justice 
curriculum developed by Portland Public Schools offers a local and inclusive 
model by involving frontline communities and climate refugees, who are among 
those most severely affected by climate change (Portland Public Schools, 2016). 
This approach enables students, especially younger children, to understand the 
﻿climate crisis not as an abstract environmental problem but as a matter of justice 
linked to ongoing inequalities. Indeed, as teacher Tim Swinehart notes, ﻿climate 
justice education should enable children to recognize their roles in building a 
better world (Hellmann, 2017).
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Within the ﻿climate justice movement, education is viewed not only as a 
means of knowledge transfer but also as a critical tool for empowerment and 
﻿collective action. Actors within the movement define public education on 
the causes, consequences, and injustices associated with climate change as a 
“critical” and “fundamental” element (Trott, 2024a). As Verlie and Flynn (2022) 
emphasize, young people possess considerable competence in understanding 
climate science, conducting socioeconomic analyses, and organizing politically. 
Therefore, education systems must move beyond limiting assumptions about 
young people’s abilities and engage them in critical and action-oriented learning 
processes (Trott, 2024b).

Young people are not only learners but also educators. By sharing the 
knowledge and skills they acquire through ﻿climate justice activism with their 
peers, they help disseminate capacities for advocacy, organizing, and ﻿collective 
action (Trott, 2024a). Children who develop environmental awareness and 
﻿resilience at an early age can become key actors in disaster management and 
climate ﻿adaptation, both within their families and in their communities 
(UNICEF, 2008). Children also have the capacity to perceive risks specific to 
their age and circumstances and to develop creative solutions to overcome these 
risks (Gibbons, 2014).

Beyond these individual and community-based efforts, structural policy 
interventions are also essential for reducing ﻿eco-anxiety. At the policy level, 
long-term solutions based on renewable energy should be pursued to reduce 
environmental damage, while sustainable agricultural practices and widespread 
afforestation efforts should be implemented to restore ecosystems. Education 
systems should be restructured through a holistic approach, providing a 
framework that strengthens both students’ scientific knowledge of climate change 
and their ﻿psychological ﻿resilience. Furthermore, in line with the principles of 
﻿environmental justice, access to clean water, adequate and healthy food, and 
safe shelter must be guaranteed for groups disproportionately affected by the 
﻿climate crisis, and ﻿mental health services for these groups must be accessible 
and inclusive.

Table 3. 
Multi-Level Strategies to Reduce Eco-Anxiety in Children

Level Strategy
Individual ﻿Psychological support, emotional awareness
Family Parental support, communication
School ﻿Climate education, ﻿resilience programs
Community Participation, activism
Policy Climate justice policies, social protection
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Table 3 presents multi-level strategies for reducing ﻿eco-anxiety in children. 
It also highlights the importance of coordinated interventions at the individual, 
family, school, community, and policy levels.

Furthermore, Gibbons (2014) proposes numerous policy recommendations 
that focus on the best interests of children and intergenerational ﻿climate 
justice. These include establishing disaggregated data systems on the human 
impacts of climate change; making ﻿intergenerational justice a permanent 
agenda item at UNFCCC Conferences of the Parties; preparing special reports 
by the IPCC focused on the impacts of climate change on children; requiring 
﻿child rights assessments in national ﻿adaptation plans; and creating dedicated 
spaces for intergenerational action within climate finance mechanisms. Such 
comprehensive policies can strengthen children’s protection against the 
﻿climate crisis while also channeling ﻿eco-anxiety into transformative social 
﻿participation by ensuring that children’s voices are included in ﻿decision-making 
processes. However, many policy recommendations fail to be implemented 
or internationalized. This highlights the importance of prioritizing strategies 
with a high degree of feasibility.

5.	 Discussion

This section examines the relationship between ﻿eco-anxiety, ﻿climate justice, 
and childhood by integrating psychological, social, and political perspectives. 
The findings demonstrate that children’s experiences of climate change cannot be 
adequately understood from a purely individual or developmental standpoint, 
but are closely linked to broader issues of ﻿inequality and intergenerational 
injustice. 

A key finding of this study is that ﻿eco-anxiety in children is not limited 
to an emotional response to environmental threats, but also reflects a broader 
awareness of injustice, uncertainty, and perceived inaction by decision-makers. 
This aligns with previous research focusing on the emotional burden of climate 
change on children, while extending the literature by framing these emotional 
responses within the context of ﻿climate justice. In this sense, ﻿eco-anxiety emerges 
not only as a psychological state but also as a politically and socially informed 
response to unequal exposure to climate risks. This perspective suggests that 
﻿children’s ﻿vulnerability to climate change is not merely a consequence of 
developmental sensitivity, but is also generated and intensified by systemic 
inequalities. Therefore, understanding ﻿eco-anxiety requires moving beyond 
individual-level explanations toward a more integrated framework that links 
psychological processes to social and political conditions. 
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Another significant contribution of the findings is the reconceptualization of 
﻿youth activism. While the current literature often treats activism primarily as a 
political or social phenomenon, this study demonstrates that it can also serve as 
a psychological coping mechanism. In this context, children and young people 
transform ﻿eco-anxiety from a passive emotional state into ﻿collective action. This 
transformation is particularly important because it highlights the dual nature of 
﻿eco-anxiety: although it may generate uncertainty for children, under supportive 
conditions it can also motivate awareness, ﻿participation, and action. 

At the same time, the findings reveal that this transformative potential is 
not equally accessible to all children worldwide. Structural barriers such as 
limited ﻿participation in ﻿decision-making processes, institutional constraints, 
and socioeconomic inequalities restrict children’s ability to translate ﻿eco-anxiety 
into meaningful action. This demonstrates that the relationship between ﻿eco-
anxiety and activism is mediated by broader systems of power and ﻿inequality, 
highlighting the importance of addressing ﻿climate justice not only as an 
environmental issue but also as a matter of social ﻿equity.

From a broader perspective, these findings underscore the need to connect 
micro-level psychological distress with macro-level structural dynamics. 
Children’s emotional responses to climate change are shaped not only by 
their direct exposure to environmental risks but also by their perceptions of 
﻿responsibility, justice, and future uncertainty. This interconnected structure 
suggests that ﻿eco-anxiety should be analyzed as a multidimensional phenomenon 
that reflects both personal ﻿vulnerability and systemic injustice.

6.	 Theoretical and Conceptual Contribution

This study contributes to the literature in several important ways. First, 
by integrating ﻿eco-anxiety and ﻿climate justice within a unified analytical 
framework, it addresses a significant gap in the existing literature, where these 
concepts are often examined separately. Second, it shifts the perspective on 
children from passive victims of climate change to active agents who can 
transform ﻿eco-anxiety into ﻿collective action. Taken together, these findings 
underscore the importance of conceptualizing ﻿eco-anxiety not merely as an 
individual psychological state, but also as a reflection of the broader climate 
injustices that shape children’s life experiences.

7.	 Conclusion

This chapter examines the psychological impacts of climate change on 
children from the integrated perspectives of ﻿eco-anxiety and ﻿climate justice. 
The findings demonstrate that children’s climate-related distress cannot be 
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understood solely in terms of individual psychological ﻿vulnerability, but must 
also be contextualized within broader structures of social, economic, and 
intergenerational ﻿inequality.

The study highlights three key findings. First, ﻿eco-anxiety in children 
manifests not only as an emotional response to environmental threats but also 
as a reflection of perceived injustice and uncertainty about the future. Second, 
structural inequalities significantly shape both the intensity of ﻿eco-anxiety 
and children’s exposure to climate-related risks. Third, ﻿eco-anxiety does not 
remain solely a negative psychological outcome; it can be transformed into 
an institutionalized coping mechanism through ﻿youth activism and collective 
﻿participation.

In this context, the study emphasizes the need for multi-level interventions 
that integrate psychological support with ﻿climate justice-oriented policies. 
Education systems, ﻿mental health services, and ﻿climate ﻿governance structures 
must recognize children not only as vulnerable groups but also as active 
participants in advancing ﻿climate justice. Policies that ensure equitable access 
to resources, inclusive ﻿participation in ﻿decision-making processes, and climate-
sensitive ﻿mental health support are crucial for mitigating the long-term impacts 
of ﻿eco-anxiety.

Finally, future research should focus on longitudinal empirical studies that 
examine the dynamic relationship among ﻿eco-anxiety, ﻿inequality, and ﻿youth 
activism. In addition, interdisciplinary research integrating psychological, 
social, and political dimensions is needed to develop a more comprehensive 
understanding of children’s responses to the ﻿climate crisis.
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