
 
 

PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO ADDRESSING THE CLIMATE CRISIS 

 

 

Climate change is the primary challenge of our era. Urgent action is required, and psychological science can provide 

answers on how to mitigate and adapt to its consequences. 

Psychology can help individuals, communities, and nations mitigate and adapt to climate change in many ways: 

• Educating and communicating with the public about climate change;  

• Preventing and treating mental health problems stemming from climate change; 

• Enhancing individual and community resilience in the face of natural disasters;  

• Planning for, and adjusting to, migrations and population displacements;  

• Facilitating rapid transitions to new forms of energy, transportation, and agriculture;  

Details on all these areas and more are available upon request. This document will focus on three topics. 

1. Psychology tells us how to educate and communicate with the public about climate change.  

Psychological science identifies many of the drivers of climate skepticism and inaction: Climate change impacts are 

perceived as distant, uncertain, and complex, which can lead to inactioni and a desire to uphold established ways of 

life.ii Additionally, confronting climate change requires prioritizing long-term well-being over short term costs.iii 

Psychological science also offers tools to address these challenges.iv  

• Information about climate change must be clear and straightforward, repeatedly delivered by trusted 

messengers, and discussed within communities in order to speak to personal needs and realities. v  

• We must stress actionable, relevant solutions that foster efficacy and empowerment.vi  

• We must draw on people’s need to belongvii in order to create a shared vision for action and a set of social 

norms that guide behavior.viii  

 

2. Psychology tells us how to prevent and treat mental health problems stemming from climate change at individual 

and community levels 

Extreme weather events can damage health, homes, and communities, resulting in dire mental health outcomes 

such as trauma, depression, and anxiety that last long beyond the events that caused them.ix Climate change 

can also contribute to long-term economic stress, social instability, and loss of control, all of which undermine 

psychological well-being.x These impacts and stresses hit disadvantaged communities the hardest, exacerbating 

health disparities and other societal inequalities.xi Climate resilience will require anticipating and preparing for 

such impacts to prevent mental health deterioration around the globe, for example building resilience before 

disaster strikes and integrating mental health considerations into emergency response efforts.   

 

3. Psychology tells us how to plan for and adjust to climate-caused migration and instability 

Climate change, including the loss of arable land, can contribute to forced migration and other forms of social 

and economic instability. This instability can activate people’s need to protect their groups and ideologies,xii 

contributing to prejudice, discrimination, and violencexiii and political polarization and radicalization.xiv These 

effects of climate change have already contributed to wide-scale unrest around the globe. We must understand 

and address these psychological dynamics in order to prevent further harm. 

 

 

  

Please contact Amanda Clinton, PhD (aclinton@apa.org) for links to scientific experts and other information. 

Psychological science and practice can contribute to the success of climate change mitigation and 

adaptation efforts and help respond effectively to climate impacts on individuals and societies. 

 

mailto:aclinton@apa.org


 
 

PSYCHOLOGICAL CONTRIBUTIONS TO ADDRESSING THE CLIMATE CRISIS 

 

 
i Ballew, M., Leiserowitz, A., Roser-Renouf, C., Rosenthal, S., Kotcher, J., Marlon, J., Lyon, E., Goldberg, M., & Maibach, E. (2019). 
Climate change in the American mind: Data, tools, and trends. Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, 61, 4-
18. DOI: 10.1080/00139157.2019.1589300. 
ii Feygina I., Jost, J.T., & Goldsmith, R. (2010). System justification, the denial of global warming, and the possibility of “system-
sanctioned change.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 36, 326-338. 
iii Gifford, R. (2011). The dragons of inaction: Psychological barriers that limit climate change mitigation and adaptation. American 
Psychologist, 66, 290-302.  
iv Swim, J., Clayton, S., Doherty, T., Gifford, R., Howard, G., Reser, J., Stern, P., & Weber, E. (2009). Psychology and global climate 
change: Addressing a multi-faceted phenomenon and set of challenges. A report by the American Psychological Association's task 
force on the interface between psychology and global climate change. American Psychologist, 66, 241-250. 
v Maibach, E. (2019). Increasing public awareness and facilitating behavior change: Two guiding heuristics.  In L. Hannah and T. 
Lovejoy (Eds.) Climate Change and Biodiversity, 2nd edition. Yale University Press. 
vi Feldman, L. & Hart, P.S. (2016). Using political efficacy messages to increase climate activism: The mediating role of 
emotions. Science Communication, 38, 99-127. DOI:10.1177/1075547015617941; Hart, P.S., & Feldman, L. (2016). The influence of 
climate change efficacy messages and efficacy beliefs on intended political participation. PloS one, 11, e0157658. 
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0157658 
vii Fielding, K.S., & Hornsey, M. J. (2016). A social identity analysis of climate change and environmental attitudes and behaviors: 
Insights and opportunities. Frontiers in Psychology, 7, 121. DOI=10.3389/fpsyg.2016.00121.    
viii Santos, J. & Feygina, I. (2017). Responding to climate change skepticism and the ideological divide. Michigan Journal of 
Sustainability, Graham Sustainability Institute, Michigan University Publishing. 
ix Clayton, S., Manning, C.M., Krygsman, K., & Speiser, M. (2017). Mental health and our changing climate: Impacts, implications, and 
guidance. Washington, DC: American Psychological Association and ecoAmerica. 
x Berry, H.L., Waite, T.D., Dear, K.B.G., Capon, A.G., & Murray, V. (2018). The case for systems thinking about climate change and 
mental health. Nature Climate Change, 8, 282–290; Fritze, J., Blashki, G.A., Burke S., & Wiseman, J. (2008). Hope, despair and 
transformation: Climate change and the promotion of mental health and well-being. International Journal of Mental Health Systems, 
2, 13. 
xi Chapman, D.A., Trott, C.D., Silka, L., Lickel, B., & Clayton, S. (2018). Psychological perspectives on community resilience and climate 
change: Insights, examples, and directions for future research. In Clayton, S. and Manning, C., (Eds.) Psychology and Climate Change: 
Human Perceptions, Impacts, and Response, 267-288; Trombley, J., Chalupka, S., & Anderko, L. (2017). Climate change and mental 
health. American Journal of Nursing, 117, 44–52. 
xii Feygina I., Jost, J.T., & Goldsmith, R. (2010). System justification, the denial of global warming, and the possibility of “system-
sanctioned change.” Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 36, 326-338; Kahan, D.M., Jenkins-Smith, H., & Braman, D. (2010). 
Cultural cognition of scientific consensus. Journal of Risk Research, 14, 147-174.  
xiii E.g., Leidner, B., Castano, E., Zaiser, E., & Giner-Sorolla, R. (2010). Ingroup glorification, moral disengagement, and justice in the 
context of collective violence. Personality and Social Psychology Bulletin, 36, 1115-1129. 
xiv Dunlap, R.E., McCright, A.M., & Yarosh, J.H. (2016). The political divide on climate change: Partisan polarization widens in the US. 
Environment: Science and Policy for Sustainable Development, 58, 4-23; Fritsche, I., Cohrs, J.C., Kessler, T., & Bauer, J. (2012). Global 
warming is breeding social conflict: The subtle impact of climate change threat on authoritarian tendencies. Journal of 
Environmental Psychology, 32, 1-10. 

https://doi.org/10.1080/00139157.2019.1589300
https://doi.org/10.1177/1075547015617941
https://doi.org/10.1371/journal.pone.0157658
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/book/9780128131305

