
Ignoring young people's climate change fears is a recipe for anxiety

Written by Rachael Sharman, Senior Lecturer in Psychology, University of the Sunshine Coast

This story is part of Covering Climate Now , a global collaboration of more than 250
news outlets to strengthen coverage of the climate story.

Thousands of school students across Australia are expected to join in the global protest today
calling for action on climate change.

This isn’t the first time students in Australia have rallied against climate change – many took to
the streets in March
. But today is 
expected to be one of the biggest protests
as they’ll be joined by others, including 
many workers
.

       Read more:       Everyone's business: why companies should let their workers join
the climate strike

The participation of our school students is a sign of how seriously they see climate change. As
the organising website says :

We are striking from school to tell our politicians to take our futures seriously and treat climate
change for what it is – a crisis.

By the end of this century, average temperatures on the surface of our planet are predicted to
be more than two degrees Celsius or higher  than today. The average level of the ocean
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https://www.coveringclimatenow.org/
https://www.schoolstrike4climate.com/sept20
https://theconversation.com/students-striking-for-climate-action-are-showing-the-exact-skills-employers-look-for-113546
https://theconversation.com/students-striking-for-climate-action-are-showing-the-exact-skills-employers-look-for-113546
https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2019/sep/14/going-to-the-streets-again-what-you-need-to-know-about-fridays-climate-strike
https://www.notbusinessasusual.co/#participants
http://theconversation.com/everyones-business-why-companies-should-let-their-workers-join-the-climate-strike-122976
http://theconversation.com/everyones-business-why-companies-should-let-their-workers-join-the-climate-strike-122976
https://www.schoolstrike4climate.com/about
https://public.wmo.int/en/media/press-release/wmo-climate-statement-past-4-years-warmest-record
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surface could be more than a metre higher . Such
changes will challenge the ways we live now. 

There are plenty of evidence-based projections of future climate readily available, such as the
work of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change ( IPCC ). 

But then there are denial , scepticism  and misconceptions  about climate change that confuse
people and create unnecessary fear and anxiety, especially in school-age students.

Young people are still developing their ability to critically reason, contextualise and realistically
assess risk. They are vulnerable to emotion-charged information and less likely to understand
the possible agendas of people with differing ideas.

Fear and anxiety about climate change

Anxiety is a form of fear we experience when a threat is not immediate or catastrophic but has
the potential to be so. It can be useful when it mobilises us to act on a problem.

Two important criteria underpin both fear and anxiety. You find yourself faced with a potentially
dangerous situation that appears to be uncontrollable and unpredictable.

Either unpredictability or uncontrollability on their own can lead to a fear or anxiety response. In
concert together they form a perfect storm of stress and confusion.

Looking at climate change through this emotional lens, we can certainly see the element of
uncontrollability. Some climate scientists  and activists  believe we have started a chain
reaction that is almost irreversible. 

Most climate scientists are careful not to talk about predictions of future climate and favour
model-informed projections. That still gives us an idea of the nature of our future world, at least
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https://www.newscientist.com/article/2203700-sea-level-rise-could-hit-2-metres-by-2100-much-worse-than-feared/
https://www.ipcc.ch/
https://theconversation.com/why-old-school-climate-denial-has-had-its-day-117752
https://theconversation.com/climate-explained-why-are-climate-change-skeptics-often-right-wing-conservatives-123549
https://theconversation.com/five-climate-change-science-misconceptions-debunked-122570
https://www.bbc.com/news/science-environment-48964736
https://theconversation.com/the-gloves-are-off-predatory-climate-deniers-are-a-threat-to-our-children-123594
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for most of the rest of this century.

This knowledge encourages the perception that we can control or mitigate certain aspects of
climate change . From a human point
of view, this brings us some relief.

But the anxiety related to the impending climate change  should not be underestimated. Some
researchers list it as a top concern for population 
mental health
.

It is therefore not surprising that many of our younger generations  feel particularly anxious
about the impacts of climate change.

On the one hand, teenagers are especially sensitive to fear-based messages as they have a
tendency to catastrophise – they imagine the worst possible outcome.

For example, in the last century, it was the threat of a nuclear war  that caused anxiety in many
children. 

Fast forward to today and climate change is seen as the next big threat for future generations.

How to ease the anxiety

Today’s school students know they will inherit the fallout of climate change. They will live to see
their children and grandchildren doing the same. So they have reason to be concerned, and
anxiety may mobilise useful action. 

So what can we reasonably say to teens who are feeling shut out of the debate and
experiencing heightened anxiety about their future?
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https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
https://www.ipcc.ch/sr15/
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/books/e/9780203094402/chapters/10.4324/9780203094402-11
https://ijmhs.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/1752-4458-2-13
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/books/NBK219180/
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Adaptation is one of the most valuable skills of the human species. Understand that we can and
must adapt to the impacts of climate change.

       Read more:       Why attending a climate strike can change minds (most importantly
your own)

Climate change isn’t new so we will need to work together to care for the Earth and one
another. Importantly, taking an interest in understanding why and how things happen helps us
to manage them (rather than sticking our collective heads in the sand and engaging in denial).

While there is genuine cause for some anxiety, a fear reaction that is out of place or
disproportionate to the actual threat serves very little actual purpose other than leaving a person
in great distress.

Listening to the valid concerns of school students, and engaging them in discussions about the
mitigation and adaptation strategies we will need to adopt, will go some way towards easing
their fears and anxieties.

Patrick D. Nunn receives funding from the Australian Research Council, the Social Sciences
and Humanities Research Council of Canada, and the Natural Environment Research Council
(UK).

Rachael Sharman does not work for, consult, own shares in or receive funding from any
company or organisation that would benefit from this article, and has disclosed no relevant
affiliations beyond their academic appointment.
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http://theconversation.com/why-attending-a-climate-strike-can-change-minds-most-importantly-your-own-122862
http://theconversation.com/why-attending-a-climate-strike-can-change-minds-most-importantly-your-own-122862
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Read more http://theconversation.com/ignoring-young-peoples-climate-change-fears-is-a-recip
e-for-anxiety-123357
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