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1  |  E X TREME WE ATHER E VENTS

Natural disasters including extreme weather events are a stark re-
minder of what will most likely become our future norm due to the 
impact of global warming and climate change. Due to climate change, 
more intense and frequent extreme weather events are happening 
globally (Longman et al., 2023). Recently in Australia, we have expe-
rienced extreme weather events such as droughts, floods, bushfires, 
storms, cyclones and tornadoes, at an unprecedented rate (Ghosh 
et al., 2022), and similar experiences have occurred globally (Fatema 
et al., 2021). The outcomes of these extreme weather events have 
had significant consequences for human health and well-being, 
with the degree of emotional distress and anxiety experienced re-
lated to how these events have altered or threatened an individual's 
environment and way of life (Ingle & Mikulewicz,  2020). Extreme 
weather event experiences are associated with recognized mental 
and physical health impacts (e.g., Fatema et al., 2023), and they are 
likely to provoke eco-anxiety. Eco-anxiety occurs when people ex-
perience negative emotional responses such as distress and a sense 
of despair related to climate change (Coffey et al.,  2021). Climate 
change disproportionately affects the most vulnerable and mar-
ginalized people in society (Hayes et al., 2018). People from more 
disadvantaged regions have reported experiencing higher levels of 
eco-anxiety, or anxiety related to climate change, whether they have 
had direct experience of extreme weather events or not (Patrick 
et al., 2022). These findings collectively highlight the importance of 

the consideration of eco-anxiety by practitioners and researchers 
within mental health assessments, over and above traditionally rec-
ognized mental health disorders. This may be particularly import-
ant for people from disadvantaged regions, vulnerable groups or 
those who have experienced extreme weather events. This paper 
addresses these issues and provides an overview of the related evi-
dence. Finally, it makes recommendations for health service change.

2  |  MENTAL HE ALTH AND ECO -ANXIET Y

Climate variability can have disastrous effects on human societies 
causing an increasing burden on health and mental health, contrib-
uting to an already strained health care system. Climate change in-
creases the magnitude of extreme weather-related events and the 
increased frequency of events offers little time for recovery (Cran-
don et al., 2022). It has been argued that natural disasters and ex-
treme weather events (such as ongoing droughts, unprecedented 
rainfall and severe storms, acid rain, large-scale fires, glacier melt-
ing, heatwaves and ocean acidification) has an increased impact 
on mental health, beyond the psychosocial impact of the normal 
seasonal weather variations (Patrick et al., 2022). Mental health ef-
fects of extreme weather events include mood disturbances such 
as depression, irritability, anxiety, substance use, post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD), increased aggression and increased suicide 
rates (Fatema et al., 2021). As a result of the increasing awareness 
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of climate-related mental health, the term eco-anxiety has been 
adopted to describe the anxiety associated with the changing cli-
mate, increased by the lived experience of extreme weather events. 
Eco-anxiety is characterized by ‘…severe and debilitating worry 
about climate and environmental risks…’ (Ingle & Mikulewicz, 2020, 
p. e128) and can result in negative emotional responses such as dis-
tress and a sense of despair (Coffey et al., 2021). It is important to 
distinguish eco-anxiety from other emerging psychoterratic termi-
nologies, such as eco-grief, which refers to bereavement and yearn-
ing related to losses from the destruction of the natural environment, 
such as ecosystems, landscapes, livelihood and way of life (Comtesse 
et al., 2021). As stated by Patrick et al. (2022), ‘eco-anxiety, in con-
trast to other eco emotions such as eco-grief and eco-despair, high-
lights the mental health impacts of future-orientated worry about 
the potential impacts of climate change’ (p. 7). As such, eco-anxiety 
is a future-focused reaction to anticipated threats of climate change, 
that includes an emotional response (e.g., fear, distress), cogni-
tive components (e.g., worry) and physiological arousal (Comtesse 
et al.,  2021). Lower levels of eco-anxiety may be a fundamentally 
adaptive response to ecological loss or future-focused impending 
threats, resulting in the facilitation of positive behavioural change. 
Higher levels of eco-anxiety can be maladaptive and debilitating and 
can be associated with a broad spectrum of health concerns (Boluda-
Verdú et al.,  2022). Similarly, Ingle and Mikulewicz  (2020) affirm 
that emotional distress and mental health issues related to climate 
change are less visible than physical impacts. Hence the importance 
of ensuring that eco-anxiety and other climate change-related men-
tal health issues are recognized.

3  |  VULNER ABLE POPUL ATIONS AND 
JUSTICE

Studies on the impacts of disasters and extreme weather events 
have revealed that vulnerable populations are at a disproportion-
ately greater risk compared with other groups (Benevolenza & De-
Rigne, 2019). Particularly, these people are at an increased risk of 
displacement (homelessness), increased negative health outcomes 
(both physical and mental health) and decreased economic stability 
(Fatema et al.,  2021). Some of the more vulnerable groups at risk 
include people with lower socio-economic status, children, older 
people and some minority groups (Benevolenza & DeRigne, 2019; 
Fatema et al., 2021), and those who depend on the land for survival 
are also susceptible (Patrick et al., 2022). Women are considerably 
more vulnerable to the impact of disasters (Fatema et al., 2023) and 
a recent systematic review revealed that many women are prone to 
physical and emotional issues after disasters, especially those from 
lower socio-economic locations, especially in rural and remote areas 
(Fatema et al., 2021). Farmers in rural and remote areas are also es-
pecially vulnerable and disadvantaged by the impacts of extreme 
weather-related events (Comtesse et al., 2021); these events can re-
sult in serious mental health issues and adverse effects for farmers, 

as their livelihoods depend on the ecosystem (Patrick et al., 2022). 
Indigenous Peoples are also at increased risk from extreme weather 
events. For Indigenous Peoples, the emotional experience may be 
more intense due to their connection to Country and exacerbated by 
the environmental damaged caused by the changing climate. These 
experiences can impact Cultural practices, Cultural connections and 
social, emotional and physical well-being, as the land for many Indig-
enous Peoples is necessary for survival (Standen et al., 2022).

It is essential to recognize the differential impacts of climate 
change for these vulnerable groups and communities, in terms of 
both impacts and ability to respond. Within the response to extreme 
weather events that is developing around the world, climate justice 
highlights the inequities in climate change; identifying how higher 
income countries historically have increased responsibility yet may 
face the least adverse events from climate change (Ingle & Miku-
lewicz, 2020). Furthermore, many of these vulnerable communities 
and groups may have less potential to effectively respond or adapt 
to the impacts of extreme weather events, due to factors such as 
socio-economic disadvantage, health sensitivities and political de-
terminants (Standen et al.,  2022). Therefore, climate justice high-
lights that vulnerability, impact, responsibility and ability to respond 
are all differentially distributed between individuals and communi-
ties (Ingle & Mikulewicz, 2020). Recognition of these inherent differ-
ences needs to guide response to individual and community needs.

4  |  CLINIC AL IMPLIC ATIONS

Practitioners and mental health systems need to be oriented to-
wards the identification, assessment and treatment of climate-
related mental health symptoms (Patrick et al., 2022). In addition to 
extreme weather event experiences being associated with recog-
nized mental and physical health impacts (e.g., Fatema et al., 2023), 
they are likely to also be eco-anxiety provoking. Specifically identi-
fying eco-anxiety that develops post-disaster and persists long term, 
may be an essential clinical feature for assessment and treatment, in 
addition to currently recognized post-disaster negative effects on 
mental health. Furthermore, people from more disadvantaged re-
gions have been found to experience higher levels of eco-anxiety, 
whether they have had direct experience of extreme weather events 
or not (Patrick et al., 2022). Thus, ‘people aware of current and fu-
ture threats from climate change may feel fear and anxiety about 
potential negative outcomes for their future and the planet’ (Boluda-
Verdú et al., 2022, p. 2). These findings collectively highlight the im-
portance of the consideration of eco-anxiety by practitioners and 
researchers within mental health assessments, over and above tradi-
tionally recognized mental health disorders. This may be particularly 
important for people from disadvantaged regions, vulnerable groups 
or those who have experienced extreme weather events. Given 
that eco-anxiety may also be a manifestation of underlying mental 
health issues and has been associated with other health concerns 
(Boluda-Verdú et al., 2022), eco-anxiety could potentially present as 
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a primary or secondary symptom, which may serve to precipitate, 
maintain or exacerbate other mental and physical health symptoms. 
Thus, accurate case conceptualisation is essential to understand 
the idiographic presentation of eco-anxiety and its interaction with 
other mental health concerns in clinical practice. Attention should 
be given to clinically relevant eco-anxiety symptoms such as mala-
daptive worry, cognitive impairment and/or functional impairment in 
one or more domains (Patrick et al., 2022). To facilitate the integra-
tion of eco-anxiety within mental health assessment and screening, 
valid measurement tools with normative data on eco-anxiety levels 
and clinical cut-off scores are needed, for application in both prac-
tice and research. It is essential that these tools are developed with 
and validated for use in disadvantaged regions and with vulnerable 
subpopulations.

In view of climate injustice, particular attention needs to be on 
equity of mental health services for disadvantaged regions, vul-
nerable individuals and communities (Ingle & Mikulewicz,  2020). 
Given the shortage of mental health services in rural and remote 
areas (Fatema et al., 2021), and the grave consequences of climate 
change for rural community members and their livelihoods, in-
novative approaches are required to mitigate adverse outcomes 
and to ensure that all people impacted by these events can access 
required services as needed. In addition to improving equity and 
access to mental health services for those most disadvantaged, 
service provision should encompass attention to the recognition 
and alleviation of eco-anxiety and climate change-related mental 
health issues.

5  |  FINAL TAKE AWAY

Mental health professionals, including nurses, have an important 
role to play in managing the impact of climate change on mental 
health. Nurses are in the frontline of healthcare services and will 
likely carry a large share of the increased mental health burden of 
climate change. On a clinical level, nurses have a crucial role in the 
identification and treatment of mental health impacts of climate 
change and as first responders to increased presentations from 
extreme weather events. On a community level, healthcare ser-
vices need to prepare for climate change-related increased demand 
through training, workforce capacity, education, and community-
level intervention (Crandon et al.,  2022). Nurses are crucial in all 
of these aspects and will be increasingly called upon to respond to 
these service priorities, and to the increased community need. On a 
systemic level, all health practitioners need to facilitate and advo-
cate for sustainable practices, service readiness and climate action 
(Crandon et al., 2022). Nurses are on the frontline of healthcare and 
are pivotal in addressing this escalating mental health demand, on 
individual, community and systemic levels.
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