Abstract

The threat of climate change is causing collective fear and worry among individuals and communities worldwide.
Children may be among those who are most affected. As global temperatures continue to rise and subsequent natural
disasters occur with more intensity, children are taking notice and, as a result, experiencing what experts are calling
“eco-anxiety.” Eco-anxiety, a term used to describe the negative emotions associated with climate change, is becom-
ing more prevalent in children as they witness these extreme weather events and hear future dire scenarios laid out by
scientists. Children are becoming acutely aware that their governments are not doing enough to protect them or their
future, resulting in a distress that could be reduced if world governments became more committed to the fight to protect
the planet from climate change. In the interim, there are nursing strategies to help children cope with their overwhelming
sense of doom. By having their concerns validated, implementing strategies to feel more connected to the natural world,
and becoming more empowered to take action to protect the planet, children can begin to feel more optimistic and
confident about their futures.
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ealth professionals around the world agree that climate change is one of the greatest threats

to global public health (Atwoli et al., 2021). Each year there is an increasing number of

climate-related events, such as severe hurricanes (Reed et al., 2022), droughts (Williams et

al., 2020), floods (Brunner et al., 2021), extreme heat waves (Vose et al., 2017), decreasing
food supply (Scheelbeek et al., 2018), and species extinction (Roman-Palacios & Wiens, 2020),
that confirm how climate change is accelerating and becoming more destructive. We are reminded
almost daily of this ongoing crisis. The distress caused by and related to the climate crisis is called
eco-anxiety, which adversely affects the mental health and wellbeing of children worldwide (Coffey
et al., 2021). Eco-anxiety is a term used to describe the negative emotions associated with climate
change; it is not a mental illness but rather chronic fear about the dangers of climate change and the
grim predictions of this planet’s future if no remedial actions are taken (Usher et al., 2019).

Eco-anxiety is prevalent among children around the world. In a 2021 survey of 10,000 children
and young people (ages 16—25 years) in 10 countries (Australia, Brazil, Finland, France, India, Ni-
geria, Philippines, Portugal, the United Kingdom, and the United States with 1,000 participants per
country), Hickman et al. (2021) found that 84% of children and young adults are worried about
climate change. Fifty-nine percent reported feeling very or extremely worried (Hickman et al.,
2021). Nearly half (45%) of young people think their daily lives are negatively affected by climate
change, 75 % feel that the future is frightening, and 59% believe society is doomed (Hickman et al.,
2021). More than half of the participants experienced emotions of sadness, anxiety, anger, power-
lessness, helplessness, and guilt (Hickman et al., 2021). The distress was associated with beliefs that
their respective governments were not doing enough, leading to feelings of disappointment and
betrayal. Nearly two-thirds (65%) of young people feel their governments are failing them, 58%
believe that their government has betrayed them and future generations, and 83% said that they
think society has failed to adequately care for the planet (Hickman et al., 2021).

Although everyone is vulnerable to climate change and eco-anxiety, not everyone has the same
resources to address it. Marginalized communities with limited means to cope with climate change
are often the most negatively affected (Browne, 2022). These same communities are frequently left
out of conversations about climate change, potentially adding to further environmental injustices
and preventing the intersectional approach required to tackle the climate crisis (Browne, 2022).

MCN 195



Ironically, anxiety may be experienced more frequent-
ly and acutely by those who are free from living condi-
tions with persistent and pervasive barriers to health and
wellbeing. Shahbazi et al. (2022) found a higher inci-
dence of anxiety and depression in people from countries
with higher socioeconomic status. They note that this
may be attributed to having adequate access to mental
health services (Shahbazi et al., 2022). In contrast, coun-
tries with inadequate mental health services do not have
the ability to screen for these types of disorders or report
their prevalence, potentially obscuring their existence
(Shahbazi et al., 2022).

Children may be more susceptible to the negative im-
pacts of eco-anxiety as they are at critical stages of their
psychological and physical development (Wu et al.,
2020). When children are exposed to stress, their body’s
stress response system releases cortisol (Milligan-Toffler
& Jordan, 2022). Although experiencing intermittent
stress is natural, chronic stress (such as from continuous
negative emotions or experiences) can negatively affect a
child’s overall health and wellbeing. Repeated or chronic
activation of the stress response can decrease a child’s
ability to focus and can increase the probability of illness,
clinical depression, or generalized anxiety disorder
(American Psychological Association, 2022). To prevent
the adverse effects of eco-anxiety, there are ways that
nurses can help empower children to take ownership of
their mental health as they adapt to a warming planet.
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Strategies to Help Children
Manage Eco-anxiety

Although the realities of climate change can be over-
whelming, there are strategies that nurses can implement
to help children cope with the mounting fears they expe-
rience while they continue to bond with the natural
world. Children can learn to build resilience and convert
their eco-anxiety into action in their communities. Chil-
dren often look to their parents or guardians to learn
how to think and respond to situations and experiences;
therefore, it is important for adults to also practice these
strategies with their children, especially if they too expe-
rience eco-anxiety.

Screen for Anxiety

The mental health crisis among children has been steadily
rising over the past decade due to many concerning is-
sues, including climate change (Martin et al., 2021) and
the pandemic (Benton et al., 2022). In 2022, pediatric
health experts including the American Academy of Pedi-
atrics, the American Academy of Child and Adolescent

Eco-anxiety is the distress caused by and
related to the climate crisis.
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Peschisery, and the Children’s Hospital Association is-
swed wrgent warnings declaring that this mental health
s among children was so dire that it had become a
saswomal emergency (American Academy of Pediatrics et
2 2021). These pediatric groups suggest including more
Sederal funding for school-based and community-based
memsal health programs and promotion of telehealth so
w5 all children have access to mental health screening
s2nd trearment, especially those from underresourced
communities (American Academy of Pediatrics et al.,
2021).

A panel of medical experts recently recommended that
peimary care providers screen all children (ages 8-18) for
snwiety (U.S. Preventive Services Task Force [USPSTF],
2022). Nurses can help with this issue by starting the
screening process during regular pediatric exams so that
children can get the care they need. Commonly used
screening tools that nurses can use include Screen for
Child Anxiety Related Disorders (SCARED; Birmaher et
2. 1999; University of Pittsburgh, 2022), Spence Chil-
dren’s Anxiety Scale (SCAS: The Spence Children’s Anxi-
oy Scale, 2022; Spence et al., 2003), or the Patient Health
Questionnaire modified for Adolescents (PHQ-A;
Horowitz et al., 2012; National Institute of Mental
Health, 2022). Per the USPSTF (2022), the SCARED
screening instrument can be used to identify children
with a variety of anxiety disorders and is the most com-
monly used broad screening tool in the clinical setting.
The SCARED self-report screening instrument is de-
signed for children and youth ages 8 to 18 and their par-
ents (University of Pittsburgh, 2022). The instrument
takes approximately 10 minutes to complete, has “mod-
erate parent-child agreement and good internal consis-
rency, test-retest reliability, and discriminant validity, and
it is sensitive to treatment response” (Birmaher et al.,
1999, p. 1231). Other instruments that were developed
for specific anxiety disorders may also be used by mental
health professionals (USPSTE, 2022).

Validate Feelings and Offer Support

Recognizing how a child feels and allowing them to expe-
sience those feelings can provide validation in times of
distress. Children want to feel understood and appreci-
ated by the adults in their lives, and acknowledging and
honoring their concerns about climate change can help
validate their emotions (Sanson & Bellemo, 2021). Al-
though it may be uncomfortable to feel anxious or upset
about such a distressing topic as climate change, children
should be reminded that these feelings are healthy and
normal, and that it can be therapeutic to communicate
their worries and fears with their parents or guardians
(Mufarech, 2022).

Having been ranked as the most honest and ethical
profession for 20 consecutive years (Saad, 2022), nurses
have gained the public’s trust and are uniquely positioned
to educate society on such serious issues as climate
change. Nurses can facilitate conversations about eco-
anxiety between children and their parents or guardians,
as well as offer support through active listening, holding
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Nurses can foster hope and inspiration by
helping children focus on what is currently
being done to tackle the climate crisis.

space for their feelings, and encouraging them to take ac-
tion in a way that makes them feel empowered.

Spend Time in Nature

Spending time in nature can provide children with op-
portunities to enjoy and feel more connected to the natu-
ral world. Research has shown that spending at least 2
hours a week in nature is associated with good health
and wellbeing (White et al., 2019), and children in par-
ticular benefit from time spent outdoors (Himschoot et
al., 2020). Being in nature can mitigate anxieties children
may have about climate change, as regular contact with
nature helps children feel more relaxed (Cooke et al.,
2020), less stressed (Chawla et al., 2014), and more con-
fident (Sheldrake et al., 2019). Going for a hike in the
woods, swimming in a lake, planting flowers, and bird
watching are all ways for children to engage with the
natural world. By allowing children to identify with the
outdoors and their natural surroundings, they can develop
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CLINICAL IMPLICATIONS

T T O S RN B IR T D e B P S L T S et

« Validate children’s feelings and support them as they
process their concerns about climate change.

o Educate children and their families about the benefits of
spending time in nature.

« Promote ways for children and their families to get
involved in local climate action and encourage nurses to
become environmental advocates.

« Screen children ages 8 to 18 for anxiety at their regular
pediatric exams to ensure they get the care they need.

¢ Encourage children to remain hopeful and focus on
climate optimism by highlighting positive climate
solutions and innovations.
T A T T A S o B L T P NS o A S 0 S T SO s SR L T B

their unique appreciation for nature and deepen their re-
solve to conserve it. Nurses can share the health benefits
of spending time in nature with children and their fami-
lies and participating in outdoor activities that align with
their interests. :

Think Local and Take Action

Turning anxiety into action can be an antidote for chil-
dren experiencing eco-anxiety (Sheldon-Dean, 2022).
With encouragement, children can take steps toward sig-
nificant action and discover that they can help heal prob-
lems with their unique talents and efforts. Children can
participate in the climate movement by discussing ways
to conserve energy at home, starting a backyard garden,
opting to walk or bike more, organizing a community
cleanup group, writing letters to elected officials, or join-
ing a local climate action youth group (Sheldon-Dean,
2022). Children of all ages can actively take these posi-
tive steps for themselves, their communities, and the en-
vironment. Understanding that they can make a differ-
ence while having fun can help children feel more
empowered and confident in their ability to tackle ob-
stacles even as overwhelming as climate change (Sheldon-
Dean, 2022).

Nurses can recommend activities to help children en-
gage in climate action and get involved in environmental
advocacy themselves. As important as it is for young
people to get involved in local action, it is equally critical
to demonstrate to children that they are not expected to
take the whole climate burden on themselves (Sanson &
Bellemo, 2021). Nurses can serve as leaders by helping
their patients, communities, and health care organiza-
tions engage in mitigation activities (such as advocating
for clean energy or sustainable forms of transportation)
and prepare for the potential effects of climate change.
By using their influence and expertise, they can work for
effective policy change, take steps to lower their carbon
footprint, and educate community members about the
links between climate and health. Nurses can take such
action individually, with other nurses, or collaborate
198
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with others in different professions (including, but not
limited to, mental health professionals). Nurse educators
can also incorporate eco-anxiety into nursing curriculum
to ensure that future nurses are prepared to care and ad-
vocate for their patients dealing with the mental health
consequences of climate change (McDermott-Levy et al.,
2022).

Focus on Climate Optimism
Although it is easy for children to feel helpless and de-
featist about climate change, maintaining hope and opti-

mism about the future is crucial. Without it, the climate |

crisis can cause or worsen the existing high rates of anxi-

ety and depression in children. As a result, children can |

feel overwhelmed by feelings of doom or passivity about

their futures (Hickman et al., 2021). The Harvard T.H. |

Chan School of Public Health’s Center for Climate,

Health, and the Global Environment (C-CHANGE) saw

a need for more climate positivity and created the month-
ly newsletter, The Climate Optimist, in which they write
about the environmental progress that is being made
worldwide. Climate optimism is not about being in de-
nial, but focusing more on the solutions that are being
developed or currently in place.

These huge innovations in climate solutions and a
drastic shift in public opinion and an increasing number
of local governments are acting by investing in clean en-
ergy and green infrastructure. As a result, progress has
been made. For example, before 2015, the planet was
expected to warm by 4° C by 2100 (Sherwood et al.,
2014); however, if current global climate commitments
are kept, the planet will warm by 2° C (Hausfather &
Moore, 2022). Nurses can share these climate wins with
children and their families as encouragement to maintain
a positive outlook and to help them understand that
there are many people trying to tackle this climate crisis.

Conclusion

The climate crisis is affecting the mental health and well-
being of children around the world, leading to a rise in
eco-anxiety and fears of an uncertain future. Screening
children for anxiety can be an effective way for nurses to
identify the impacts climate change may have on them
and open the door to discuss solutions. To help children
cope with these anxieties, strategies can be implemented
by nurses to help them express their feelings, connect to
nature, and take action. Nurses can become part of the
solution and advocate for the changes they want to see.
Focusing on the positive aspects of what is currently be-
ing done to tackle the climate crisis can also offer hope
and inspiration to children as they find ways to be a part
of the solution. %
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