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How do children, adolescents, and young adults 
relate to climate change? Implications for 
developmental psychology
Maria Ojala

School of Law, Psychology, and Social Work, Department of Psychology, Örebro University, 
Örebro, Sweden

ABSTRACT
Climate change is an existential threat facing humanity on a global scale. To 
handle this problem, all societal actors, including young people, need to get 
involved. This narrative review focuses on what implications climate change has 
for research in developmental psychology. It is argued that how young people 
relate to climate change is closely associated with key issues dealt with in this 
research field. The aim of this article is to present an overview of research about 
young people and climate change concerning four interrelated topics: (a) 
climate change and mental well-being, (b) coping with climate change, (c) 
private-sphere pro-environmental behaviour as a form of pro-social develop
ment, and d) climate change and political socialization. The emphasis is on 
young people from middle childhood to early adulthood. Implications for future 
research are discussed, for instance, the need for more longitudinal and inter
vention studies.
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Climate change is an existential threat with global consequences. Climate 
scientists agree that we as humans, especially those of us living in the 
Global North, are causing this problem through our lifestyle and how we 
have arranged society (see IPCC, 2021). Therefore, it is important that all 
societal actors take responsibility to fight climate change. Young people 
are one important stakeholder group since it is their future that is at risk. 
Furthermore, young people are the future leaders and decision-makers of 
society, and it is therefore important that they develop competences to 
deal with this complex problem (Periera & Freire, 2021). Young people are 
also citizens of today who can both worsen this problem through an 
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unsustainable lifestyle and help improve the problem by acting in as 
climate friendly a manner as possible in everyday life, influencing their 
parents and friends, and putting pressure on politicians through political 
protest (O’Brien et al., 2018). In addition, climate change can be seen as 
a psychological threat in the sense that it could lead to declining mental 
well-being among young people (Sanson et al., 2019). This does not just 
apply to those who face climate-change-related degradation directly but 
also to those who encounter this problem indirectly through, for example, 
media, school, and discussions with friends and parents (Sanson et al., 
2019). All these aspects show that climate change is also of interest for 
psychology researchers, and not least for developmental psychologists.

The aim of this article is to summarize some research about young 
people, mainly in the age groups of mid-childhood to early adulthood, 
and climate change and to discuss implications for developmental psy
chology. The focus is on research about negative climate-change emo
tions, coping, and mental well-being and on studies exploring factors that 
are important for climate-change engagement. This article is not 
a systematic review, but a narrative review (see Collin & Fauser, 2005) 
that indicates vital and emerging areas of research that could be of 
interest to developmental psychologists. Issues that touch upon key 
topics in developmental psychology, like coping, mental well-being, posi
tive youth development, pro-social behaviour, and political socialization, 
will be discussed. Studies about young people and other environmental 
issues, for example, local environmental problems, will not be reviewed, 
although sometimes, when important for the aim of the study, they will 
be mentioned briefly.

The reason to concentrate primarily on the specific age groups men
tioned above is that late middle childhood (ages about 11–12) is a period 
when many children start showing an interest in wider societal and global 
issues (Holden, 2007). This could be due to developmental factors related 
to the fact that many children in this age-group develop a capacity for 
abstract thinking, that is, that they can think beyond a concrete situation 
(Evenshaug & Hallen, 2001). Also, there are not many studies about 
younger children and climate change (see Sanson et al., 2019). The oldest 
age group in focus in this article is emerging adults, that is, young people 
in the late teenage years and early adulthood (see Arnett et al., 2001). This 
age period is of interest because it has, at least in the Global North, been 
seen as a period for exploration where, for example, young people’s 
connection to the broader society is developed further and in a more 
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independent way (Arnett et al., 2001). Thus, this could be a critical age 
period for continuing climate engagement in adulthood and therefore is 
included in the group ‘young people’ (see also Nash et al., 2020).

Climate-change worry and mental well-being

It is well known that the onset of mental ill-being peaks in adolescence, 
and this is a topic that many developmental scientists work with (see 
Solmi et al., 2021). A research study performed in different countries 
showed that adolescents and emerging adults (ages 16 to 25) worry 
a lot about climate change and that they feel betrayed by the adult 
world concerning this problem (Hickman et al., 2021). Those who lived 
in countries that have already been hit hard by climate-related cata
strophes were also the ones that worried the most. The fact that many 
young people experience climate worry has led psychology researchers to 
ask whether negative emotions concerning this problem could also lead 
to reduced general mental well-being in this age group. It has been 
shown in many, foremost qualitative, studies that this is the case regard
ing children, adolescents, and emerging adults who experience direct 
weather-related catastrophes or gradual climate-related degradation, 
threatening ways of living and the place where they live (for a review, 
see Ojala et al., 2021; Sanson et al., 2019). Often these young people live in 
the Global South or belong to groups of indigenous people. Thus, climate 
change is already a psychological stressor for many young people.

What, then, does the relation between negative emotion about climate 
change and mental well-being look like among children, adolescents, and 
emerging adults, who primarily encounter climate change indirectly 
through, for example, media and school and who live primarily in the 
Global North? Not many studies have been performed thus far, and most 
are quantitative survey studies of a cross-sectional type, which precludes 
capturing in which direction the influence goes (for a review, see Ojala 
et al., 2021). These studies show mixed results, where sometimes there are 
positive associations between climate-change worry and general mea
sures of negative emotional states, like general depression and anxiety 
(Ogunbode et al., 2021; for a review, see Ojala et al., 2021). However, there 
are also studies and sub-studies that show no relation between worry 
about climate change and general well-being where the focus is mostly 
on cognitive measures of life satisfaction (for a review, see Ojala et al., 
2021). That climate-change anxiety is positively related to measures of 
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general distress but not related to measures of life-satisfaction, was also 
supported by a recent study with emerging adults (ages 18 to 26) from 
the Philippines (Reyes et al., 2021). In addition, a study involving emerging 
adults in different countries found positive associations between climate 
distress and sleeping problems (Ogunbode et al., 2021).

Recently, an eight-year longitudinal study starting with data collection 
in the ages 10–11 and using a person-centred approach has been pub
lished. The study found that the young people who persistently, over 
time, worried a great deal about climate change also had high rates of 
depressive symptoms in late adolescence (ages 18–19) in comparison to 
a group who over time was moderately worried about this problem 
(Sciberras & Fernando, 2021). However, another group, with increasing 
climate-change worry, did not score comparatively high on general 
depression in late adolescence, indicating that climate-change worry 
does not drive depressive symptoms. Perhaps, a third variable like 
a personality factor could explain the identified association between 
consistent climate-change worry and general depression. Unfortunately, 
due to the design of the study, whether this is the case, or, for example, 
whether depression1 rather drives climate-change worry, was not possi
ble to investigate.

Positive youth development: Coping with climate change and 
mental well-being

Another key topic for developmental psychologists is research about 
how to promote well-being and enhance life chances for young peo
ple (Lerner et al., 2003; Periera & Freire, 2021). Periera and colleagues 
performed a review of studies that have applied a positive youth 
development (PYD) framework to the climate-change problem 
(Periera & Freire, 2021). They found that none of the studies men
tioned PYD but that they all explored concepts that are of importance 
in this framework, like agency, system thinking, positive connection to 
parents through communication, and coping. Their recommendation 
was that researchers who are interested in how young people relate to 
climate change could benefit from assuming a PYD perspective 
because its holistic and integrative approach deals with well-being 
and engagement simultaneously and could therefore help in the two- 

1General depression was only measured in the last wave of data collection.

4 M. OJALA



fold purpose of promoting climate engagement at the same time as 
well-being is preserved, or even enhanced. A focus on climate change 
could also offer new perspectives to the research field of PYD.

Studies aiming to identify factors that could potentially buffer cli
mate-change worry from leading to low well-being are few. Ojala 
(2005) explored associations between worry about global environmen
tal problems, including climate change, among a group of late ado
lescents (mean-age 17.5) using a person-oriented approach. Two 
groups of highly worried adolescents were identified, one group that 
was high on well-being and one that was low on well-being. The 
group that was high on well-being also scored higher on meaningful
ness, hope, and anger, as well as trust in environmental organizations. 
Both social trust and meaning and purpose have been found to be 
associated with positive youth development, well-being, and social 
engagement (Damon et al., 2003; Flanagan, 2003). In addition, eco- 
anger has been shown to predict well-being and is argued to be 
a possible sign of that not all responsibility for this problem is placed 
on young people’s own shoulders but that they also demand that 
more powerful actors take responsibility (Stanley et al., 2021).

In two studies with children (ages 11–12) and adolescents (ages 
16–18), meaning-focused coping in relation to climate change was 
positively related to all aspects of subjective well-being (Ojala, 2012a, 
2013). In this context, meaning-focused coping consists of both an 
ability to switch perspectives between focusing on the grave pro
spects related to this problem and positive aspects like the fact that 
more and more people are taking climate change seriously nowadays 
(positive-reappraisal), but also to invest trust in different societal 
actors. Some young people also use a kind of defiant hope, where 
they are rather pessimistic but force themselves to feel hope (Ojala, 
2012b). From a developmental psychology perspective, it is also 
interesting that there seem to be age differences regarding meaning- 
focused coping, where a younger age group, 11–12-year-olds, used 
less meaning-focused coping in the form of positive reappraisal than 
older age-groups, which could be due to the fact that this strategy is 
complex and requires mature cognition that many in the younger 
age-group do not yet have (Ojala, 2012b). The youngest age group, 
on the other hand, experienced more trust in science than the older 
age groups, and they also felt more hopeful overall, perhaps because 
they do not yet understand the complexity and graveness of climate 
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change as late adolescents and emerging adults more often do. Age 
differences like these are of vital interest for developmental psychol
ogists and should be investigated further in future studies.

Two additional factors that could hinder climate-change worry from 
turning into low well-being are collective engagement and nature con
tact. One study with emerging adults (ages 18–35) showed that being 
collectively engaged regarding climate change attenuated the positive 
relationship between climate-change anxiety and general depression 
symptoms (Schwartz et al., 2022). In a review paper, the possible complex 
relationships between climate-change worry, nature connection, and 
mental well-being were elaborated on (Chawla & Gould, 2020). Nature 
contact could possibly buffer the relationship between climate-change 
worry and general negative affect, but it could also increase negative 
affect because of a realization that nature could be destroyed due to 
climate change. More empirical studies on this topic are needed.

Positive youth development: Private sphere climate-change 
engagement

Because there is a need for all actors to become involved in fighting 
climate change, it is important to investigate what factors can enhance 
young people’s private-sphere climate engagement, which is one aspect 
of pro-environmental behaviour. Pro-environmental behaviour can be 
seen as a form of prosocial behaviour (see Otto et al., 2021), and this 
topic has long been of interest to developmental psychologists, not only 
because it is important for society to hold together but also since it is 
related to good adjustment and well-being (Gomez-Baya et al., 2020).

Regarding predictors of private-sphere pro-environmental behaviour 
among young people, climate-change worry is one factor that is consis
tently positively related to being more engaged (Galway et al., 2021; for 
a review, see Ojala et al., 2021; Sanson et al., 2019). One mediating factor 
in this relationship is problem-focused coping, where people cope by 
focusing on the problem and searching for information (Ojala, 2012b). 
This way of coping is present among both adolescents (ages 16–17) and 
children (ages 11–12), although less commonly among the youngest age 
group, perhaps because this age group is still restricted by their parents 
(Ojala, 2012a, 2013). In addition, meaning-focused seems to be positively 
associated with pro-environmental behaviour (see Ojala, 2012a, 2013; 
Ojala & Bengtsson, 2019). Emotional intelligence in the form of emotional 
management and control and the ability to understand other people’s 
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emotions also had a positive association to pro-environmental behaviour 
among a group of 12–17-year-olds (Robinson et al., 2019). Other factors 
that seem to be constructive for private-sphere climate engagement and 
that could be of interest for developmental psychologist are values of an 
other-oriented character and a feeling of outcome efficacy (Collado & 
Evans, 2019; Corner et al., 2015). These are factors that are of interest in 
developmental psychology research about political socialization, for 
example, (Sherrod et al., 2010).

Children’s relationship to their parents is also of pivotal interest to 
developmental psychologists. A longitudinal study ranging from child
hood to the age of 18 years showed that one important factor for 
engagement concerning global environmental problems in emerging 
adulthood was that one’s parents (mothers) had environmentally 
friendly attitudes and were active concerning environmental issues 
(Evans et al., 2018). Communication patterns with parents of 
a solution-oriented and respectful kind are also positively related to 
pro-environmental behaviour (Galway et al., 2021). In one study, the 
influence from parents was mediated by the late adolescents’ own 
coping strategies in relation to climate change (Ojala & Bengtsson, 
2019).

Young people, in turn, also influence their parents’ concern about 
climate change (see Grønhøj, 2007). An experimental study about 
a climate-change program in school, aimed at a group of 14-year-olds 
and with an intergenerational-learning component included, showed that 
parents of the children in the experiment group, compared to the control 
group’s parents, became increasingly concerned about climate change 
over the intervention (Lawson et al., 2019). The authors interpreted the 
results to mean that the parents became more concerned due to being 
inspired by their children. There also seem to be mutual bidirectional 
parent–child influences. One qualitative study showed complex interac
tions and negotiations around conflicts between late adolescents (ages 
16–19) and their parents regarding behaving pro-environmentally in the 
household (Collins, 2015).

Developmental psychologists also acknowledge the influence of 
friends, which is often especially strong during adolescence. Friends do 
play an important role in influencing young people’s climate change 
interest and engagement, although parents still seem to be the most 
important socialization agent regarding these issues (for a review, see 
Corner et al., 2015).
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A longitudinal study found that childhood contact with nature is 
important for the development of pro-environmental behaviour and 
interest in global environmental problems in emerging adulthood 
(Evans et al., 2018). That nature contact/connection is related to pro- 
environmental behaviour has also been found in cross-sectional stu
dies with different age groups of young people (Otto & Pensini, 2017; 
for reviews, see Matsuba & Pratt, 2013; Chawla & Gould, 2020). 
According to Matsuba and Pratt, the developmental mechanisms 
explaining this relationship could be, for example, that nature interac
tion leads to the development of cognitive schemas and scripts 
focused on the natural environment, but also to formation of an 
emotional attachment to nature, factors that can be generalized to 
global problems through, for example, education as the young people 
mature. These experiences are also argued, through narratives about 
the self, to lead to an identity that incorporates environmental issues 
(Matsuba & Pratt, 2013).

Cognitive development could play a role regarding how young people 
in late adolescence and early adulthood cope with the complex character 
of changing their everyday behaviours in a more climate-friendly direc
tion. The complexity, ambivalence, and low outcome efficacy felt in 
relation to climate change can be coped with in a black-and-white man
ner, where the young people, for example, claim that unless everyone 
behaves pro-environmentally there is no point in them doing anything. 
This kind of reasoning is associated with less engagement (Ojala, 2022; 
Ojala & Anniko, 2020). However, there are others who use a kind of 
deontological moral reasoning where the young people argue that they 
want to do the right thing and what others do is not important for their 
decision (Ojala, 2022; Ojala & Anniko, 2020). If the social domain theory, in 
the moral development subfield, is applied, this could indicate that not 
behaving pro-environmentally is perceived as a moral transgression that 
is not acceptable (see Smetana, 2005). In addition, some young people 
use a kind of dialectical thinking, acknowledging both the benefits and 
the downsides of, for example, climate-friendly food choices but trans
cend the gap with a third element, such as by arguing that ‘I can at least 
be a role model for others’ or ‘someone has to take the first step’ (Ojala, 
2022; Ojala & Anniko, 2020). Dialectical thinking could be seen as a form of 
postformal thinking, that is, a stage of cognitive development that goes 
beyond formal thinking and that some persons, particularly in emerging 
adulthood, develop and that could be essential for dealing with complex 
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matters such as climate change (Labouvie-Vief, 2006). This approach to 
climate-friendly behaviours is rather new and needs to be investigated 
further in future research.

Positive youth development: Climate change and political 
socialization

In recent years, more traditional forms of political engagement in rela
tion to climate change, like demonstrations and school-strikes, have 
been led primarily by young people, mostly adolescents and emerging 
adults. This has prompted researchers to explore what factors could 
explain whether young people will be collectively engaged concerning 
climate change. Some studies have focused on the importance of sig
nificant life experiences for life-span development into exceptional 
environmental engagement (Chawla, 1999; Chawla & Gould, 2020; 
Howell & Allan, 2016). Often using a qualitative life-story approach, 
this research has found that positive contact with nature in childhood, 
especially continual and intensive interaction, is important (Chawla, 
1999; Matsuba & Pratt, 2013). However, climate change is not only an 
environmental problem but also a societal problem, and nature experi
ences in one study seemed to play a less important role for climate 
engagement (Howell & Allan, 2016). Other-oriented values and justice 
were more important instead. In addition, role models, such as envir
onmentally engaged parents but also teachers, seem to matter a great 
deal (Chawla, 1999; Chawla & Gould, 2020; Howell & Allan, 2016; 
Matsuba & Pratt, 2013).

There are also studies investigating factors that characterize adoles
cents and emerging adults who are collectively engaged in new climate- 
change movements like Fridays for Future. Emotions of anger, which are 
seen as approach emotions, have been found to be prominent among 
climate strikers and activists (Kleres & Wettergren, 2017; Martiskainen 
et al., 2020). However, an interview study with climate strikers in four 
countries showed that the most prominent feeling also in this context was 
fear (Martiskainen et al., 2020), which is supported by two quantitative 
survey studies (Brugger et al., 2020; Cologna et al., 2021). The feeling of 
being able to do something about climate change (outcome-efficacy, 
response efficacy) when joining together and protesting in a collective 
way was also emphasized by the young people (Martiskainen et al., 2020; 
Wallis & Loy, 2021) and found to be vital also in a quantitative study 
(Cologna et al., 2021).

EUROPEAN JOURNAL OF DEVELOPMENTAL PSYCHOLOGY 9



A quantitative study with young climate protesters (ages 13–25) 
showed that in comparison with a group not especially active in the 
climate-change movement, these protesters were more inclined to say 
that they had friends who were involved in climate movements, that they 
identified with other climate activists, and also that they had stronger 
personal environmental norms (Wallis & Loy, 2021). Another study invol
ving university students, that is emerging adults, in Switzerland with 
Fridays-for-Future demonstrators compared them to a group that was 
not involved and showed that trust played an important part in their 
engagement, but in a slightly different way than developmental research
ers interested in general political socialization have emphasized as impor
tant (Cologna et al., 2021). Young climate protestors actually evinced 
a low level of trust in politicians but a high level of trust in climate 
scientists. However, it is hard to say whether the factors identified in 
these studies are drivers of the engagement, owing to the designs of 
the studies. Also, this field is new and rather diffuse. In addition, these 
studies are quite a-theoretical and could benefit from taking into account 
integrating theories from the field of political socialization (see Sherrod 
et al., 2010).

Future studies and conclusion

This narrative review shows that the matter of how children, adolescents, 
and young adults relate to climate change represents potentially inter
esting research topics for developmental psychologists. This is a rather 
new research field, especially the focus on mental health and climate 
change, and more studies need to be performed. Concerning mental 
health and climate change, there is a need for more longitudinal studies 
that can yield insights into what the complex relationships between, for 
example, climate-change worry and well-being look like. If possible, these 
studies should also include parents. It is also essential to conduct more 
quantitative studies with young people living in the Global South. 
Investigating how different subgroups of youth, minority groups, and 
immigrant youths, for example, relate to this problem is also important. 
It could also be valuable to perform in-depth studies of how climate 
change affects young people’s everyday life by, for instance, using real- 
time methodologies such as Experience Sampling Method. Comparative 
studies of young people living in different countries/cultures and more 
studies with younger children are also needed.
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Regarding promoting well-being and climate engagement among 
young people, more intervention studies are needed in different contexts, 
for example, in schools and families. In this regard, theories from research 
in PYD can be of great use (see Periera & Freire, 2021). In addition, the 
rather a-theoretical research about why some people become engaged in 
climate change organizations and in school strikes and protests related to 
Fridays for Future could benefit from taking into account theories from 
developmental psychological research in political socialization. For exam
ple, trust is a concept that has been found to be important concerning 
societal engagement in general (see Flanagan, 2003). Smetana has found 
that encountering conflicts and dealing with them can be an important 
part of developing pro-social engagement that is resilient (Smetana, 2005). 
Research about how young people cope with conflicts related to trying to 
behave in a more climate-friendly manner in a not-always-so-sustainable 
society can most probably benefit from taking account of these develop
mental psychology studies. PYD research could also benefit from taking 
into account the benefit of nature contact for positive youth development 
in general. Finally, regarding the relationship between climate change and 
both mental well-being and engagement, specific age-related aspects 
would be interesting to explore from a developmental psychology per
spective. Today, the studies are too few to claim anything general about 
age differences and how young people relate to climate change.

To conclude, assuming a developmental psychological perspective 
both in a theoretical and empirical way could benefit the research field 
of young people and climate change. Developmental psychology has 
long worked with topics that are of importance also when it comes to 
young people’s relation to climate change, like pro-social development, 
political socialization, positive youth development, what causes mental 
ill-being among young people, and how to promote psychological well- 
being. However, developmental psychology as a research field could also 
benefit and advance by considering climate change and how young 
people relate to this problem.
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