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• “

• “Eco-anxiety” captures worry related to 

environmental crises & is considered a form of 

existential anxiety 
(Ojala et al., 2021 Ann Rev of Env & Resources; Pihkala 2022 

Sustainability)

• “Ecological grief” is manifested as a range of 

emotions (e.g., sadness, anger, fear, guilt, loss), & is 

not widely acknowledged 
(Cunsolo & Ellis, 2018 Nature Climate Change)

• “Climate anxiety & grief” are specific forms of 

ecological anxiety & grief; all are normal, healthy 

responses to distress & a lens by which to identify 

value and meaningful ways to inhabit the world 
(Comtesse et al. 2021, Intl J of Env Res & Public Health)
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In the last two weeks, I have experienced feelings of anxiety 

or grief associated with the environment or climate change.

Please download and install the Slido 

app on all computers you use

ⓘ Start presenting to display the poll results on this slide.



Climate anxiety is globally pervasive amongst youth 
(Hickman et al., 2021 Lancet) 

Educators need to better understand emotional & 

affective responses to climate change instruction
(Russell & Oakely 2016, Can J of Env Education ; Pihkala 2020, 

Sustainability)
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“One of the penalties of an ecological 

education is that one lives alone in a 

world of wounds…” 

“… An ecologist must either harden his 

shell and make believe that the 

consequences of science are none 

of his business, or he must be the 

doctor who sees the marks of death in 

a community that believes itself well & 

does not want to be told otherwise.”  

– Aldo Leopold (1953)
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R E S E A R C H  Q U E S T I O N S

What is the prevalence of climate anxiety amongst undergraduate students? 

How common is climate change a concern amongst undergraduate students? 

What are common strategies undergraduate students use 

for coping with climate anxiety? 
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S T U D Y  D E S I G N

IRB approved

Qualtrics survey

n = 527 students

F: n = 348

M: n = 179

Climate Anxiety

(10 statements*)

Top 3 Concerns 

(ranking)

Coping Strategies

(11 options*)

*Likert scale

1 = Never, 2 = Rarely, 3 = Some, 4 = Often, 5 = A lot

Factor analysis, with varimax rotation

Cronbach’s alpha (⍺) testing

(R software)

Output:

1. Climate Anxiety Index (CAI)

2. Coping Factors (n = 3)
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Open ended responses, 

coded in Atlas software



All statements loaded on 1 factor

Cronbach’s ⍺ = 0.88
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What is the prevalence of climate anxiety amongst undergraduate students? 
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M= 21.4, SD = 8.7 M = 11.1, SD = 6.9

GAD-7 Scale: Spitzer et al., 2006 Arch Intern Med 



What is the prevalence of climate anxiety amongst undergraduate students? 
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Reduced / Standardized 

Major Axis Regression

Non-ENVST: m = 0.99

ENVST: m = 0.89

Slopes are equal

(Likelihood ratio statistic = 1.78, p = 0.18)

But elevation differs
(Wald statistic = 72.0)

ENVST students:

• significantly more climate anxiety 

than non-ENVST students
• higher climate anxiety than 

expected if CAI is proportional to 

GAD



What is the prevalence of climate anxiety amongst undergraduate students? 
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How common is climate change a concern amongst undergraduate students?
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Climate in top 3 concerns for 15% of students



How common is climate change a concern amongst undergraduate students?
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8.8%
26.2%

17.6%

10.6%



Anxiety is more common in women than men
(Hallars-Haalboom et al., 2020Handbook of Clinical Neurology)

Females have heightened sensitivity to unpredictable threat 
(Burani & Nelson, 2020 Int J Psychophysiology)

Females are disproportionately affected by 

climate change, heightening risk of negative 

mental health impacts
(Terry et al., 2009 Gend Dev; Pearse et al., 2016 WIREs 

Climate Change; Lau et al., 2021 Nature Climate Change; 

Rothschild & Haase, 2023 Intl J Gynecol Obstet) 
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What are common strategies undergraduate students use 

for coping with climate anxiety?

Options loaded on 3 factors, χ2 = 112.3, df = 25, p < 0.001

Cronbach’s ⍺: 1 = 0.79, 2 = 0.75, 3 = 0.66 RESULTS | 18

Self Focused

Meaning Focused

Therapy Focused



What are common strategies undergraduate students use 

for coping with climate anxiety?
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F E M A L E  C L I M A T E  L E A D E R S

Greta Thunberg, 

Activist

T. Slavin & K. Luckhurst, 

Reuters, March 7, 2023

25 Trailblazing women leading the fight 

against climate change
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https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/twenty-five-trailblazing-women-leading-fight-against-climate-change-2023-03-07/
https://www.reuters.com/business/sustainable-business/twenty-five-trailblazing-women-leading-fight-against-climate-change-2023-03-07/


What are common strategies undergraduate students use 

for coping with climate anxiety?

• When properly channeled, anxiety & 

grief can be a motivator to action that 

alleviates negative emotions 
(Wang et al. 2018, Global Env Change; Comtesse et 

al, 2021, Intl J of Env Res & Public Health; Stanley 

et al. 2021, J of Climate Change Health)

• Climate activism is a form of meaning-

focused coping, which is more strongly 

associated with climate optimism as 

compared to problem focused coping or 

de-emphasizing climate change 
(Ojala 2012, J of Env Psych; Cattell 2021, Can J of 

Family & Youth)
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What are common strategies undergraduate students use 

for coping with climate anxiety?

• “I want to quell that anxiety by doing something to help 

and contribute …”

• “I feel responsible to be a part of a solution after 

learning and knowing the current social injustices 

surrounding climate change”

• “I am hopeful for change, and the only thing that I can 

do is fix my own habits, support good companies, and 

bring awareness. I think it is important to accept this and 

then work towards fixing it.”
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What are common strategies undergraduate students use 

for coping with climate anxiety?
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Community Engaged Learning (CEL) / 

Capstone Projects

Undergraduate Research

Internships
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We, as instructors and mental health professionals, must do a better job 

of offering resources to young adults (especially females) that both 

direct creative action and avoid debilitating mental health outcomes.



Support Groups as a Resource
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https://www.goodgriefnetwork.org/



Q U E S T I O N S

• Jennifer Follstad Shah – jennifer.shah@ess.utah.edu

• Andrea Brunelle – andrea.brunelle@ess.utah.edu

mailto:jennifer.shah@ess.utah.edu
mailto:andrea.brunelle@ess.utah.edu
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