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Introduction 

The American Counseling Association and its members stand in solidarity with professional counselors 
who work to address the mental health and wellness of individuals, families, and communities affected 
by the current and impending consequences of climate change. As members of a profession focused on 
fostering healthy development and wellness across the lifespan, counselors are uniquely equipped to 
empower clients to proactively address the mental health consequences of climate-related crises and the 
environmental issues related to climate change. This document introduces professional counselors to 
facts, actions, and resources that can aid them in addressing the diverse climate-change-based needs of 
clients and communities. 

About Climate Crisis 

According to NASA, climate change “affects the environment, natural resources, economy and other 
aspects of life in all nations of the world”. Understanding the fundamentals of climate change can help 
counselors better conceptualize the impact it is currently having and will continue to have on our clients 
and communities. 

In 1988, the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), was established by the United Nations 
Environment Programme (UNEP) and World Meteorological Organisation (WMO). The IPCC report 
(takeaways from IPCC) is one of the most reputable reports on climate change today. As counselors, we 
can also refer to the US Climate Assessment 2016, The Climate Reality Project, and NASA, just to name a 
few, to develop our baseline knowledge of climate change and the climate crisis. Additional resources 
include: The National Climate Assessment 2018 Overview; The Climate Reality Project “Climate 101”; 
and, also from the Climate Reality Project, five podcasts to inspire your thinking about the climate crisis. 

Understanding the terminology around climate change and the climate crisis is also an important 
building block. We recommend learning about the shift of language to climate crisis (1, 2) as well as 
climate justice, which is the intersection of environmental justice and social justice as it relates to the 
climate crisis. 

Climate Crisis and Mental Health 

The impact of the climate crisis on mental health has been well-documented in a number of key reports, 
such as the IPCC report (Human Health, Chapter 8), US National Climate Report, the U.S Global 
Change Research Program, and ecoAmerica’s Mental Health & Our Changing Climate, the Union of 
Concerned Scientists, the Climate Reality Project, the American Public Health Association, and the 
Psychological 

https://www.climaterealityproject.org/blog/2030-or-bust-5-key-takeaways-ipcc-report
https://nca2018.globalchange.gov/chapter/2/
https://www.climaterealityproject.org/climate-101
https://www.climaterealityproject.org/blog/5-podcasts-inspire-you-climate
https://www.sciencealert.com/is-it-time-to-call-it-a-climate-crisis
https://www.climaterealityproject.org/blog/why-do-we-call-it-climate-crisis
https://www.climaterealityproject.org/blog/communicating-urgency-climate-crisis
http://theconversation.com/climate-change-or-climate-crisis-to-really-engage-people-the-media-should-talk-about-solutions-118004


Impact of Climate Change (see also 1, 2, 3, 4). Researchers predict a sharp rise in mental health issues 
resulting from the climate crisis in the coming years. These issues include depression and anxiety, 
posttraumatic stress disorder, substance abuse, suicide and outbreaks of violence. The elderly, the poor, 
and children were identified as being among those who will be most psychologically vulnerable. 

Mental health issues may arise or become exacerbated from three possible directions. First, thinking about 
or considering the magnitude of the climate crisis may result in eco-anxiety, ecological grief (1, 2, 3, 4), or 
general despair and hopelessness. Second, pre-existing mental health vulnerabilities, such as depression 
and suicidality (1, 2, 3) may become more complicated by the climate crisis and/or climate related events 
or disasters. And third, it is important to consider the mental health issue caused by fire, flood, drought 
(1), high temperatures (1) displacement, etc. 

Counselors need to be aware of the key resources and what they are saying about the mental health 
implications. We can also understand that there are many opportunities for counselors, psychologists, 
psychiatrists, social workers, and local governments to work together to tackle this issue  and that such 
interprofessional collaboration is one of the keys to successful advocacy and resilience. Counselors hold 
expertise in trauma-informed approaches to resilience, disaster response and recovery, developmental 
and wellness approaches, and a humanistic connection to the lived experiences of clients. We also 
have a strong social justice lens that will be helpful in work with clients, our communities, and other 
professionals. 

Climate Crisis and Disaster Mental Health 

The American Counseling Association has a long established relationship with the American Red Cross 
as a model and partner in disaster response. In 2002, the International Federation of Red Cross and Red 
Crescent Societies (IFRC) established the Red Cross / Red Crescent Climate Centre. The Climate Centre 
supports National Red Cross and Red Crescent Societies in their work to reduce loss of life and damage to 
the livelihoods from climate change and extreme-weather events. 

Counselors interested in disaster mental health will notice the typical process of “disaster-response
recovery” is changing to one of “disaster-response-recovery-disaster”; meaning that many communities 
face similar climate-related disasters within a much shorter period of time. Families and communities are 
also grappling with environmental justice issues that often surface following a disaster. Research shows 
that the psycho-social impact of climate-related disasters is profound.  Counselors can also take a seat at 
the table and offer a trauma-informed lens to disaster preparedness, community resilience (1) and  
disaster recovery. Both ACA and the American Red Cross offer resources on disaster mental health for 
your continued learning. 

Impact of Climate Crisis on Vulnerable Populations 

As the climate changes, families, communities and lives are impacted. And as is true with so many 
other aspects of change, our most vulnerable neighbors (1)- individuals with low income, rural poverty, 
some communities of color, individuals with limited English proficiency and immigrant groups, 
Indigenous peoples, children, pregnant women, older adults, persons with disabilities, and persons with 
preexisting or chronic medical conditions - are most vulnerable to its impact (1)and are expected to suffer 
disproportionately from problems caused by a changing climate. Understanding the issue and engaging 
in climate advocacy on behalf of the people whose lives depend on a healthy planet is an important role 
counselors can play. The global climate is interconnected, both environmentally and socially. 
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https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/jun/03/climate-crisis-seriously-damaging-human-health-report-finds
https://ijmhs.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s13033-018-0210-6
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6164893/
https://www.pnas.org/content/115/43/10953
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5984805/
https://www.researchgate.net/profile/Helen_Berry4/publication/40768724_Climate_change_and_mental_health_A_causal_pathways_framework/links/0046351883caa3766a000000/Climate-change-and-mental-health-A-causal-pathways-framework.pdf
https://www.psychologytoday.com/gb/blog/the-me-in-we/201801/coming-terms-ecoanxiety
https://www.pri.org/stories/2019-06-24/climate-change-causing-us-experience-ecological-grief?fbclid=IwAR2RJUwIxr-THkZzfWba8AvGstUmdXK6xnXS2Jn_Bjo97AWQIdvXtthLEkw
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/10.1089/eco.2018.0021
https://www.nbcnews.com/health/mental-health/climate-grief-growing-emotional-toll-climate-change-n946751
https://www.vogue.com/article/eco-anxiety-grief-mental-health-climate-change
https://thefuturescentre.org/signals-of-change/221412/new-research-links-climate-change-suicide-rates
https://medium.com/s/2069/the-emotional-damage-done-by-climate-change-2f8f9ad59155
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2019/may/09/i-have-felt-hopelessness-over-climate-change-here-is-how-we-move-past-the-immense-grief
https://www.thelancet.com/journals/lanplh/article/PIIS2542-5196(17)30045-1/fulltext
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2009/12/091203101424.htm
https://news.stanford.edu/2019/03/29/effects-climate-change-suicide-rates/
https://www.cbc.ca/news/canada/british-columbia/bcwildfires-harming-mental-health-says-bc-medical-journal-1.5134632
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4627029/
https://scroll.in/pulse/921558/if-the-land-is-sick-you-are-sick-an-aboriginal-approach-to-mental-health-in-times-of-drought?fbclid=IwAR02QI0nw5_Oz8wN3q7NfRnLSyJCFJH25ySIj7EWuDwsBsg1TAPY4Tm342M
https://www.sciencedirect.com/science/article/abs/pii/S0033350618302026?via%3Dihub
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC5753535/
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/how-climate-change-affects-mental-health-835807/
https://www.rollingstone.com/culture/culture-features/how-climate-change-affects-mental-health-835807/
https://ct.counseling.org/2017/05/preparing-mental-health-impact-climate-change/
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/2055102917711307
https://www.climatecentre.org
https://www.climatecentre.org/downloads/files/RCRC_climateguide.pdf
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/06/multiple-climate-driven-disasters-in-the-midwest-and-globally.html
http://nymag.com/intelligencer/2019/06/multiple-climate-driven-disasters-in-the-midwest-and-globally.html
https://theshriverbrief.org/what-natural-disasters-reveal-about-racism-and-poverty-acb545b09405
https://acestoohigh.com/2014/07/14/whats-missing-in-climate-change-discussion-the-certainty-of-trauma-and-building-resilience/
https://www.niehs.nih.gov/research/supported/translational/peph/webinars/climate_change/doppelt_508.pdf
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s12126-018-9330-1/
https://www.counseling.org/knowledge-center/mental-health-resources/trauma-disaster
https://www.redcross.org/take-a-class/disaster-training
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/10911359.2018.1527739?journalCode=whum20
https://dornsife.usc.edu/news/stories/3030/wildfire-increases-due-to-climate-change-social-inequality/
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2017.304047
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2017.304047
https://ajph.aphapublications.org/doi/full/10.2105/AJPH.2017.304047
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/10911359.2018.1527739
https://www.governing.com/commentary/col-disasters-disadvantaged-climate-justice.html
https://www.governing.com/commentary/col-disasters-disadvantaged-climate-justice.html


What can counselors do? First, the U.S. Climate Resilience Toolkit is a comprehensive resource exploring 
community vulnerabilities and climate resilience efforts. Become familiar with the vulnerabilities in your 
area. Additionally, counselors should also explore how this vulnerability also intersects with health, social 
justice and environmental justice (i.e. climate justice) and mental health. 

Be aware that people who are socially disadvantaged are at greater risk for negative health outcomes, 
which can be exacerbated by extreme heat, wildfire smoke and air quality issues, and vector-borne 
diseases. Counselors can advocate for greater access to emergency support and recovery resources for these 
communities. Likewise, counselors can advocate for and help vulnerable clients access health insurance 
and overcome barriers. 

Climate Migration and Climate Refugees 

Climate change is expected to trigger growing population movements within and across borders. 
People displaced by forced migration are already at high risk for mental health concerns. Factors such 
as increasing intensity of extreme weather events, sea-level rise and acceleration of environmental 
degradation are predicted to lead to a substantial rise in the scale of migration and displacement. Climate 
refugees and climate migration in the U.S. is already happening and expected to only rise as climate-
influenced weather events and conditions such as drought and sea level rise make places uninhabitable. 
Losing your home is not only about the loss of a physical home, but also about an inability to live in a 
place, rebuild, or feel safe. 

Counselors can help clients and communities work through place-based loss, grief, and trauma by 
addressing the seven factors of EcoWellness (1, 2, 3), engaging in climate-informed disaster response 
efforts, and contributing to conversations on community resilience. Particularly, clinicians might aid 
clients in their healing through maintaining spiritual connection to places lost and empower clients to 
foster new place-based connections. Counselors can also broaden their awareness of the climate-related 
factors influencing migration to the U.S. Being prepared to address the factors behind an individual’s 
migrant or refugee status is critical to helping understand their lived experience. 

Impact of Climate Crisis on Children 

Children and youth are considered one of the vulnerable populations uniquely impacted by the climate 
crisis. In addition to growing up in a time when the climate crisis is a reality for them, they are also faced 
with a future that may feel uncertain and will need to be climate informed (1). When children lack access 
to safe supportive physical and social environments, development and learning are impacted. A recent 
meta analysis of children’s learning confirmed that nature connection has a profound impact. Likewise, 
exposure to noise, crowding, and a lack of structure after natural disasters has been connected to attention 
difficulties and diminished relationships with adults.  The health of our air, water, extreme weather events, 
and the resilience of social systems, impact children’s health, mental health, development, cognitive 
functions, and coping (1). 

What can counselors do? Know your community: Identify safe, clean green spaces for clients and families 
to visit and help them develop plans for spending time in them. Foster Ecowellness in families (1, 2). 
Strengthen families’ and children’s capacity to cope: Use counseling’s strength or place-based approach 
to help families with children identify resources that can foster resilience in the event of a disaster. Keep 
resources available to assist parents in helping their children cope (1). 
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https://toolkit.climate.gov/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC6164893/
https://health2016.globalchange.gov
http://climate.org/engaging-in-climate-justice-in-the-us-to-protect-and-empower-vulnerable-populations/
https://www.irp.wisc.edu/publications/focus/pdfs/foc331a.pdf
https://health2016.globalchange.gov/temperature-related-death-and-illness
https://health2016.globalchange.gov/air-quality-impacts
https://health2016.globalchange.gov/vectorborne-diseases
https://health2016.globalchange.gov/vectorborne-diseases
https://www.unhcr.org/gcr/GCR_English.pdf
http://publications.iom.int/system/files/pdf/compendium_of_ioms_activities.pdf
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/06/how-climate-change-exacerbates-the-refugee-crisis-and-what-can-be-done-about-it/?fbclid=IwAR3W3T-QLzEVWRPr3Uvwg1Z4UTDD5jP6dWjCw5wqAFzN5c9fxmKR4Y9GL-Y
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2019/06/how-climate-change-exacerbates-the-refugee-crisis-and-what-can-be-done-about-it/?fbclid=IwAR3W3T-QLzEVWRPr3Uvwg1Z4UTDD5jP6dWjCw5wqAFzN5c9fxmKR4Y9GL-Y
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2018/sep/24/americas-era-of-climate-mass-migration-is-here
https://www.wired.com/story/how-to-save-a-town-from-rising-waters/
https://www.wired.com/story/how-to-save-a-town-from-rising-waters/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1002/wcc.476
https://www.nature.com/articles/s41558-018-0092-2
https://ehp.niehs.nih.gov/doi/full/10.1289/ehp.1104375
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/j.1556-6676.2012.00050.x
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10447-016-9276-5
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1007/s10447-014-9232-1
https://research.cornell.edu/news-features/migration-forced-climate-change
https://research.cornell.edu/news-features/migration-forced-climate-change
https://www.climaterealityproject.org/blog/how-climate-crisis-driving-central-american-migration
https://www.odi.org/publications/11281-child-poverty-disasters-and-climate-change-investigating-relationships-and-implications-over-life
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43755227?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/43755227?seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/cars.12075
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00305/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fpsyg.2019.00305/full
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/www/filebox/healthpro/advocacy/climchgchild07.pdf
https://www.nemours.org/content/dam/nemours/www/filebox/healthpro/advocacy/climchgchild07.pdf
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2019/02/190206131943.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2018/08/180806151856.htm
https://www.sciencedaily.com/releases/2018/08/180806151856.htm
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pubmed/29637319
https://www.liebertpub.com/doi/abs/10.1089/eco.2018.0031
https://journals.sagepub.com/doi/abs/10.1177/2156759X19839651
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jenvp.2012.02.004
http://people.oregonstate.edu/~hammerr/SVI/Cutter_etal_GEC_2008.pdf
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1002/jcop.21897
https://www.amazon.com/Parents-Guide-Climate-Revolution-Fossil-Free/dp/1608684814


 
 

 
 

 

Allow children opportunities for active involvement in the process of recovery after a climate event. 
Children are not just victims, but persons with unique problem-solving skills that could be an asset after 
a disaster. For instance, a child’s extensive knowledge of their neighborhood could be beneficial when 
developing plans for rebuilding and modifying community space. Children will sometimes see things that 
adults will not. 

How Counselors Can Foster Coping & Resiliency 

Understanding the impact of the climate crisis includes recognizing and validating experiences and stories 

of sense of place (1, 2, 3, 4) and place attachment, nature deficit (1), solistalgia, existential fears, trauma 

from disasters, eco-anxiety (1), ecological grief, anxiety and depression, traumatic responses, and other 

mental health concerns. Research has supported a trauma informed approach, rooted in ecotherapy (1, 2, 

3), and inclusive of  EcoWellness (1, 2), nature-connectedness (1, 2, 3), and resilience (1) to foster coping, 

adaptation, and well-being. 


Research has also shown that nature access and connection (1, 2) facilitates positive physical, mental, 

emotional, and social outcomes. Professional counselors can proactively work with clients to include safe 

nature access and connection with nature as part of promoting health and wellness in treatment planning. 

Counselors can tap into trauma informed practices as well as resilience and post-traumatic growth. 

For clients who find strength in faith and spirituality, ecoAmerica offers extensive resources to connect 

conversations on the climate crisis to communities of faith. Recent headlines have underlined the severity 

of the climate crisis. It is important to stay attuned to the language and the stories in the media so as to 

understand and validate your clients’ fears.
 

Counselors working with persons experiencing eco-anxiety can help foster positive nature connection with
 
clients through practices of EcoWellness (1, 2, 3), which include building a sense of environmental agency. For
 
example, professional counselors can help clients get in touch with local environmental groups or agencies
 
for volunteer work., personal resources for recycling, composting, and living a greener lifestyle as part of their
 
treatment plan. Finding one way to make a difference or to establish a sense of hope can be helpful.
 

Finally, take care of yourself. Counselors are exposed to the climate crisis in the same way as many clients.  

Be attentive to fostering emotional resiliency and engage in practices that will help mitigate your own 

climate burnout (1). 


What’s Next? 

The American Counseling Association has numerous resources available to help you find your place 
in the discussion and action relating to the climate crisis and mental health. See the ACA Advocacy 
Competencies, the ACA Ethics Codes as they relate to the role of counselor as advocate, the ACA Strategic 
Plan and Advocacy, and ACA Governing Council Motion on Climate Change, as well as the ACA Voter 
Voice, because each and every voice matters. And be sure to check out the ACA Advocacy Tips. 

What can one person do? Don’t be “just one person”! Join others. If you are interested in training, 
consider becoming a member of the Climate Reality Leadership Corps. Get involved in climate adaptation 
and climate resilience efforts in your community. Bring mental health, trauma-informed, and disaster 
response knowledge to the table. Join a County Climate Coalition near you. Utilize  U.S. Climate 
Resilience Toolkit, a comprehensive resource exploring community vulnerabilities and climate resilience 
efforts. See what is happening near you! 
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https://doi.org/10.1080/20008198.2018.1500823
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Consider joining an organization and work toward interdisciplinary solutions. Both Climate Psychology 
Alliance and International Transformational Resilience Coalition are solid options. Tap into resources, 
such as ecoAmerica, to help you connect the dots between the personal and professional. And finally, take 
care of yourself. Climate optimism and radical hope are two concepts that, when sought and integrated 
personally, help sustain the work. And there’s always room for individual and collaborate contributions 
to research, publications, presentations, education and training. 
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