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ABSTRACT
Climate change consists of a constellation of 
acute shocks and prolonged risks that threat-
en societies, communities, and families’ live-
lihoods and survival globally. The purpose of 
this report is to synthesize current scientific 
knowledge on the potential impacts of climate 
change on individual family members and the 
family system as a whole, and to identify pol-
icies and interventions that promote their re-
silience and well-being. To achieve this, we 
conducted three independent rapid reviews 
of the literature.

Findings suggest that climate change is al-
ready affecting the health and development 
of family members, influencing reproductive 
health and gestational outcomes, increasing 
the risk of mortality, injury, and respiratory, 
cardiovascular, and infectious diseases, and 
exacerbating depression and anxiety It is 
also compromising children’s cognitive, so-
cial, and emotional development. Further-
more, there is emerging evidence that cli-
mate change may impact the family system 
as a whole, shifting fertility preferences, in-
creasing the risk of early marriage, forced mi-
gration, family conflict, and separation, and 
negatively affecting familial relationships and 
parenting practices. However, some circum-
stances may bring family members closer as 
they navigate climate hazards.

These impacts are not equally distributed but 
are context-specific, likely reflecting struc-
tural inequities. They tend to be more severe 
in low- and middle-income countries and for 
families facing pre-existing disadvantages 
and discrimination. Our findings also high-
light policies and interventions that can help 
prevent families from experiencing the nega-
tive impacts of climate change, prepare them 
to face the impacts, support them as they 
encounter challenges, and engage families in 
policymaking and action to address climate 
change.

Looking ahead, stronger policies are needed 
with attention to the specific needs of children 
and families. Additionally, evidence-based in-
terventions must be expanded to mitigate the 
climate crisis and promote equity, prepared-
ness, adaptation, resilience, and well-being 
in the context of climate change. Investing in 
and supporting bold research agendas and 
science-driven innovation are critical to en-
suring a sustainable future for all.

Keywords: Families; Children; Family Rela-
tionships; Climate Change; Climate Crisis; 
Resilience
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Action and inaction by governments and societies 
have fueled a growing climate crisis with already 
visible impacts and looming threats that scientific 
studies have enabled us to anticipate. Increased 
global temperatures, more frequent and severe 
weather events, ecological degradation, and the 
spread of infectious diseases are all symptoms 
of a growing crisis affecting families around the 

globe. At the same time, these climate hazards 
are not equally distributed. Pre-existing structural 
inequities and discrimination can amplify their im-
pacts, putting low- and middle-income countries 
(LMICs), families living in humanitarian settings, 
low-income households, women, children with 
disabilities, and individuals facing exclusion, rac-
ism, and oppression at higher risk.
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The impacts of climate change can be substantial 
for families living in the Arabian Gulf and the Mid-
dle East and North Africa (MENA) region, consid-
ering that the region is already heating up at a rate 
nearly twice as fast as the global average, break-
ing temperature records in recent years. Further-
more, the region faces severe water scarcity, with 
Qatar being the most water-stressed country in 
the world. These challenges will likely be exacer-
bated by rapid demographic changes, increased 
desertification, and the loss of fertile land. Given 
that economies in the region largely rely on hy-
drocarbons, switching to cleaner energies to re-
duce economic reliance on fossil fuel exports will 
require substantial efforts and investments.

Within this context, this report synthesizes glob-
al evidence on the impact that climate change 
is having on families, including individual family 
members and the family system as a whole. We 
then discuss policies and interventions that can 
help promote resilience and family well-being in 
the context of this unprecedented environmental 
situation. While the report is global in scope, we 
highlight case studies from the Arabian Gulf and 
MENA region when available in the literature.

While the evidence on the effects of climate 
change on families is still developing, a consid-
erable body of work indicates already visible im-
pacts on individual family members. Systematic 
reviews and meta-analyses show that climate 
change can affect: (1) reproductive health and 
gestational outcomes like fertility, (2) children’s 
and adults’ health, including higher risks for re-
spiratory, cardiovascular, and infectious diseas-
es, and (3) mental health, including depression, 
anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder, and 
eco-anxiety—chronic anxiety and worry caused 
by increased awareness of the existential threat 
of climate change. Furthermore, recent studies 
suggest climate change may compromise young 
children’s cognitive, social, and emotional devel-
opment, potentially leading to negative lifelong 
individual and societal outcomes unless the right 
policies and interventions are put in place to pro-
mote positive adaptation and resilience.

A more limited number of studies show that cli-
mate change may also impact the family system 
as a whole, and these impacts are highly con-
text-specific. For instance, there is evidence link-
ing climate change to shifts in fertility preferenc-
es, rising divorce rates, and a higher risk of early 
marriage, particularly in vulnerable settings where 
growing economic pressures intensify stress 
within the family system. This stress prompts 
families to resort to early marriages as a coping 
mechanism. There is also mixed evidence on the 
specific impact of climate change on family sep-
aration, relationships, and interactions. The im-
pacts of the crisis on societies and communities 
can impose significant burdens on families and 
exacerbate the risk of conflict and violence. Over-
all, existing research is limited, and methodolog-
ical shortcomings make it difficult to understand 
the specific effects of climate change on family 
dynamics as a whole.

Even though there is limited specific evidence 
about policies and programs that can help fami-
lies in climate hazard settings, the review of the 
literature showed promising policies and inter-
ventions that can help promote resilience and 
family well-being. First, policies and interven-
tions can help prevent families from experiencing 
the negative impacts of climate change, such as 
those that reduce current and future greenhouse 
gas emissions and create sustainable econom-
ic systems. Second, policies and programs that 
promote equality of opportunity and enhance 
living conditions can prepare families to face the 
impacts of climate change. Third, mental health 
interventions, cash transfer programs, and par-
enting programs, among other strategies, can 
support families as they encounter the impacts of 
climate change. Finally, policies and interventions 
can support families in engaging in policymaking 
to catalyze collective action to address climate 
change. Importantly, these policies and interven-
tions should consider pre-existing inequities and 
seek to engage and serve at-risk populations.

 EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Collectively, findings from this report have signif-
icant implications for policymakers, practitioners, 
researchers, and funding agencies, including:

Policymakers and Practitioners:

•	 There is an urgent need for evidence-based 
policies and interventions to prevent fami-
lies from experiencing the negative impacts 
of climate change, prepare families to face 
these impacts, support families as they en-
counter challenges, and engage families in 
policymaking and action to address climate 
change.

•	 We already have strong evidence for pol-
icies and interventions that could help 
families navigate challenges amid climate 
change (e.g., cash transfers, parenting sup-
ports), but there is a need for additional in-
vestments to ensure these strategies reach 
all families at scale.

•	 Issues of equity should be addressed to 
ensure preparedness and adaptation to cli-
mate hazards, through reducing economic, 
regional, ethnic, racial, and gender inequal-
ities, among others.

•	 It is important to include children’s, youths’, 
and families’ voices and promote their en-
gagement in policy decisions and program 
design to ensure policies and interventions 
are acceptable, relevant, feasible, and sus-
tainable in context.

Researchers and Funding Agencies:

•	 The current body of evidence on the impacts 
of climate change on families is growing, but 
there are significant gaps and methodolog-
ical limitations that should be addressed 
using longitudinal data, stronger method-
ological designs that allow identification of 
causal effects, and participants from more 
settings and diverse populations to under-
stand how and for whom climate change im-
pacts different family outcomes.

•	 We need more research on how existing ev-
idence-based policies and programs may 
work in climate hazard settings and how we 
can optimize policies and interventions to 
ensure effectiveness at scale amid climate 
change.

•	 Funding agencies can support novel, bold  
research agendas on families and climate 
change, as well as research-policy-prac-
tice partnerships that inform current and 
future policies and interventions aimed at 
promoting preparedness, adaptation, and 
resilience.

Addressing current research gaps and investing in 
policies and interventions to promote family resil-
ience and well-being at scale will not only benefit 
families and communities in the short term, but 
will also catalyze collective action and ensure a 
sustainable future for all.
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Climate change, driven by both governmental and 
societal actions (and inaction), is having profound 
impacts on human livelihoods and survival glob-
ally. Current policies and behaviors could result 
in a 2.7°C median increase in global tempera-
ture relative to pre-industrial levels (Climate Ac-
tion Tracker, 2022). Rising global temperatures, 
coupled with increasing air pollution, are causing 

shifts in weather patterns (including precipita-
tion), prolonged ecological degradation, extreme 
weather events, and the outbreak and spread of 
infectious and zoonotic diseases, among other 
climate change-related risks (Romanello et al., 
2022). The climate crisis is not a future threat but 
a present reality affecting everyone in one way 
or another.
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The United Nations recently identified climate 
change as a “mega-trend” due to its current and 
projected impacts on families and their local and 
global communities (Trask, 2020). For instance, 
UNICEF estimates that 99% of children world-
wide are currently exposed to at least one climate 
hazard (Figure 1; UNICEF, 2021a). Additionally, 
there is increasing anxiety, worry, and feelings 
of hopelessness among children, adolescents, 
and adults due to climate change (Bechard et al., 

2023; Hickman et al., 2021). Although the impacts 
of climate change are global, they are unequally 
distributed. Countries contributing the least to the 
climate crisis (i.e., low- and middle-income coun-
tries), and historically marginalized, oppressed 
communities and families who have faced barriers 
due to structural inequalities, are likely to be the 
least prepared and suffer the most severe con-
sequences from the crisis (Cuartas et al., 2023).

Figure 1. Number of climate hazards and shocks experienced by children around the globe.

Source: data from UNICEF, 2021a
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The history of humankind illustrates the scientif-
ic principle of resilience in human development, 
showing that individuals, families, and communi-
ties continually evolve and adapt to changes in 
social and environmental systems. However, the 
current climate crisis presents an unprecedent-
ed challenge, marked by both acute shocks and 
prolonged climate hazards across multiple eco-
logical contexts. This distinctive dual time frame 
demands innovative, global, science-based strat-
egies that foster resilience and enable all families 
to adapt and thrive.

The primary goal of this report is to synthesize 
current scientific knowledge on the potential im-
pacts of climate change on families and to iden-
tify pathways for promoting preparedness, ad-
aptation, and resilience in the face of the climate 
crisis. By doing so, this report aims to guide poli-
cy and programmatic efforts that promote family 
well-being, encourage climate change mitigation 
behaviors, and ultimately ensure a sustainable fu-
ture for all.

Definitions

Climate Change Refers to long-term shifts in temperatures and weather patterns. 
These shifts can occur naturally due to factors like changes in 
solar activity or large volcanic eruptions. However, since the 1800s, 
human activities—particularly the burning of fossil fuels such as 
coal, oil, and gas—have been the primary driver of climate change” 
(United Nations, 2024).

Climate Resilience The ability to prepare for, respond to, adapt to, and recover from 
climate-related threats and hazards, while achieving positive social 
and individual outcomes.

Families Groups of individuals who are related by blood, marriage, or close 
social ties, which can be legal (e.g., adoption) or conventional (e.g., 
cohabitation).

Resilience The capacity of a system (such as individuals, families, or 
communities) to successfully adapt to potential threats to its 
viability, functioning, or development (Masten, 2019).
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The economies of Gulf region countries are close-
ly linked to large hydrocarbon reserves, with 40% 
of global oil exports and 15% of global gas exports 
originating from the Gulf and the broader Middle 
East and North Africa (MENA) region (Häfner et 
al., 2023). As global demand for hydrocarbons 
shifts and the world moves towards cleaner en-
ergy, these countries’ economies and political 
systems will be significantly impacted. The tran-
sition to cleaner fuels to reduce carbon emissions 
and mitigate climate change will require structur-
al changes and economic diversification. In re-
sponse, the region has committed to increasing 
the share of renewables in its energy mix. Bahrain 
aims to reach 10% renewables by 2035, the Unit-
ed Arab Emirates (UAE) 30% by 2030, Saudi Ara-
bia 30% by 2040, Kuwait 15% by 2030, Qatar 20% 
by 2030, and Oman aims for net-zero emissions 
by 2050 (van den Bosch, 2023).

This energy transition will be challenging, but it 
is essential, as Gulf states are already experienc-
ing the effects of climate change. The Gulf ranks 

among the regions most likely to face severe wa-
ter crises within the next decade. Additionally, the 
region is heating up at twice the global average 
rate, with summer temperatures projected to rise 
by 4°C by 2050 (van den Bosch, 2023). Over the 
past five years, several MENA countries have set 
temperature records, including Iran, where the 
heat index reached 70°C in August 2023.

The region is also grappling with water scarcity due 
to low rainfall and high evaporation rates. Qatar, 
for example, is already the most water-stressed 
country globally (Haghirian & Al-Sarihi, 2024). The 
UAE has the highest water consumption rate in 
the world, and rapid population growth is exacer-
bating water depletion. The World Bank estimates 
that climate-related water scarcity could cost 
Middle Eastern countries 6-14% of their GDP by 
2050 (Alaaldin, 2022). Desalination plants, which 
supply 20% of the region’s water, have high energy 
costs and are increasing the salinity of local water 
sources, threatening biodiversity and marine life, 
including the Gulf’s coral reefs (van den Bosch, 

Climate change and families 
in the Arabian Gulf and MENA 
regions

2.1
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2023). In addition, coastal cities in countries like 
Saudi Arabia and Yemen face increased flooding 
risks due to rising sea levels, requiring significant 
investment in infrastructure to meet the energy 
demands for air conditioning, water supply, and 
flood protection.

These climate challenges are further compound-
ed by rapid demographic changes in the MENA 
region, which is experiencing a “youth bulge” due 
to high fertility rates and declining infant mortal-
ity (Häfner et al., 2023). The large proportion of 
children and young people, combined with the 
effects of climate change, poses serious risks Ap-
proximately 82 million children in the region face 
high or very high climate risks, including heat-
waves, vector-borne diseases, water stress, and 
air and water pollution. Climate-induced desert-
ification and agricultural loss are contributing to 
increased migration from North African countries 
to the Gulf (Gowayed, 2022). Between 2016 and 
2021, climate change displaced over 1.1 million 
children. Displacement and mass migration (see 

DIFI report on migration) put more children at risk 
of exploitation, trafficking, abuse, school drop-
outs, and increased likelihood of armed conflict 
and political instability (UNICEF, 2023b).

The impacts of climate change are particularly 
severe for females, as climate-related food in-
security contributes to high anemia rates among 
young girls, and the lack of clean water and san-
itation services affects their reproductive health. 
Without proper sanitation, more girls drop out of 
school and assume household responsibilities. 
Forced migration, poverty, and insecurity further 
increase the prevalence of gender-based vio-
lence and child marriage (UNICEF, 2023a). Given 
these realities, it is unsurprising that 74% of youth 
in Gulf countries report that climate change is al-
ready negatively affecting their lives, and 56% of 
young Arabs want their governments to set ac-
countable targets to achieve net-zero emissions 
(ASDA’A BCW Arab Youth Survey Middle East, 
n.d.).
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The research for this report comprised three in-
dependent rapid literature reviews. The first re-
view (R1) focused on the potential effects of cli-
mate change on outcomes for individual family 
members. The second review (R2) examined the 

potential effects of climate change on outcomes 
at the family system level. The third review (R3) 
aimed to understand interventions and policies 
that may address some of the effects of climate 
change-related risks on families.
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Rapid reviews provide an alternative to systemat-
ic reviews when time constraints exist (King et al., 
2022). While systematic reviews are comprehen-
sive and can take months or even years to com-
plete, rapid reviews seek to assess key findings 
on a focused topic using some components of the 
systematic review process, but with a narrower 
scope and search strategy. This approach allows 
for faster results and conclusions, making it suit-
able for informing research, policy, or practice in 
a timely manner (Grant & Booth, 2009; Smela et 
al., 2023). Thus, the rapid review method enabled 
us to offer a rigorous overview of what is known 
about families and climate change, while meeting 
the time demands of policy and practice.

Before conducting formal literature searches, we 
performed a rapid preliminary search to gauge the 
amount of evidence linking climate change to in-
dividual family member outcomes (R1), family sys-
tem outcomes (R2), and interventions or policies 
(R3). It became clear that there was a significant 
amount of research related to R1, including nu-
merous systematic reviews and meta-analyses. In 
contrast, less research was available for R2 and 
R3. Consequently, we focused R1 exclusively on 
reviews of the literature (e.g., systematic reviews, 
meta-analyses, and other types of reviews) to 
provide a thorough overview of the existing evi-
dence. For R2 and R3, we expanded our searches 
to include primary studies as well.

For each review, we conducted independent 
searches using relevant keywords and specialized 
terms across APA PsycINFO, PubMed, and Goo-
gle Scholar, which index psychological and health 
sciences research. For R1, we used search terms 
related to outcomes for individual family members 
(e.g., “health,” “mental health,” “safety,” “human 
development”) and climate change (e.g., “climate 
change,” “global warming,” “extreme events”), lim-
iting the searches to reviews published in English 
or Spanish after 2013. In R2, search terms relat-
ed to the family system (e.g., “family,” “divorce,” 
“marital status,” “coparenting”) and climate 
change were used, with a similar publication date 
limitation. For R3, search terms focused on fami-
lies, climate change, and policy and intervention 

(e.g., “public policy,” “family policy,” “public pro-
gram,” “intervention”).

In addition to these searches, we consulted ex-
perts in the field via email, asking for recommen-
dations on key literature to include in the review. 
These experts included members of Develop-
mental Scientists for Climate Action (https://www.
devsca.org/) and other scholars.

After screening all studies retrieved from the 
databases, we identified those that met the re-
port’s inclusion criteria. For R1 and R2 (but not for 
R3, due to the diversity of relevant sources), we 
used pre-piloted templates to extract key infor-
mation, including author, country, methodological 
approaches, main results, and findings from any 
moderation analyses. For all three reviews, we 
conducted a qualitative appraisal to define key 
themes that helped organize and summarize the 
information from the studies.



21 DIFI Report | Climate Change and Families: Review of Evidence And Policy Recommendations



22

HOW CLIMATE

4
CHANGE MAY IMPACT FAMILIES



23 DIFI Report | Climate Change and Families: Review of Evidence And Policy Recommendations

Climate change encompasses a constellation of 
risks, including temperature rise, shifts in weather 
patterns, air pollution, more frequent and intense 
extreme weather events, resource scarcity, and 
the spread of infectious and zoonotic diseases, 
among others (Romanello et al., 2022). From a 
social-ecological perspective (Bronfenbrenner & 
Morris, 2006), these climate change-related risks 
can directly and indirectly affect individual family 
members and the entire family system by impact-
ing societies and communities (Figure 2). 

At the same time, there is interdependence 
between climate change and families, as the 
well-being, stability, and positive behaviors of 
individual family members and the family system 
are critical to mitigating the climate crisis and en-
suring a sustainable future for all (Aref, 2022). Be-
low, we describe how and why the climate crisis 
may impact families (i.e., mechanisms), as well as 
for whom these impacts may be most pronounced 
(i.e., moderators).
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The climate crisis has been (and is expected to 
continue) producing societal impacts, includ-
ing political instability, macroeconomic distress, 
destruction of infrastructure, resource scarcity 
(e.g., clean water, food, and shelter), and war and 
conflict (Couttenier & Soubeyran, 2013; Ghimire 
& Ferreira, 2015; Iyigun et al., 2024; Salehyan & 
Hendrix, 2014). These societal consequences can 
also impact communities, including displacement 
as families are forced to flee their homes due to 
extreme weather events or economic pressures, 
increased immigration to climate-resilient set-
tings, disruptions in key social, health, and edu-
cational services, increased poverty, and reduced 
safety in outdoor environments (UNICEF, 2021b).

The economic consequences, lack of access 
to food and clean water, conflict, displacement, 
changes in immigration patterns, and disruption 
of key social services, among others, can affect 
outcomes for both individual members within the 
family and the family system as a whole. At the in-
dividual level, these contextual risks may increase 
physical and mental health problems (Trudell et 
al., 2021) and compromise young children’s and 
adolescents’ exposure to adequate learning op-
portunities, impacting their development across 
the life course. For the family system, these im-
pacts can put additional strain on families, caus-
ing family separation and/or changes in family 
composition, increasing family stress, interper-
sonal conflict, and violence, and potentially un-
dermining the quality of relationships (Cuartas et 
al., 2023).

HOW CLIMATE CHANGE MAY IMPACT FAMILIES

Interdependence

The Climate crisis�

•	 Temperature rise.
•	 Shifts in weather patterns.
•	 Ecological degradation.
•	 Sea level rise.
•	 Precipitation and Floods.
•	 Droughts and wildfires.
•	 Heatwaves.
•	 Resource� (water, fertile land) 

scarcity.
•	 Spread of infectious &� zoonotic 

diseases.
•	 Air pollution.

Society

•	 Political instability.
•	 Macroeconomic distress.
•	 Destruction of infrastructure.
•	 Lack of access to water, food, 

and shelter.
•	 War and conflict.

Community

•	 Violence.
•	 Forced displacement�.
•	 Immigration.
•	 Disrupted services.
•	 Poverty.
•	 Reduced safety in�outdoor 

environment.

Individual Members

•	 Physical health.
•	 Social & emotional� wellbeing.
•	 Cognitions� (e.g., aspirations).
•	 Development across� the life 

course.

Family System

•	 Family structure &� composition.
•	 Migration, displacement & 

separartion.
•	 Relationships & interactions.
•	 Stress.
•	 Violence.
•	 Loss of assets.
•	 Caregiving.
•	 Climate change� mitigation 

behaviors.

Family

Figure 2. Pathways between the Climate Crisis and Family Outcomes

Risks/barriers and protection/enablers
factors

•	 Structural inequities.
•	 Caregiving skills.
•	 Pre-existing resources and vulnerabilities.

•	 Gender.
•	 Disabilities.
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Importantly, the climate crisis is already serving 
as a “threat multiplier,” amplifying pre-existing 
structural inequities and impacting more severely 
traditionally marginalized, oppressed, and under-
served settings and families (see “Risks/barriers 
and protection/enabler factors”) (Cuartas et al., 
2023). For instance, although high-income coun-
tries have contributed the most to global emis-
sions, low-income countries that have contribut-
ed the least to the climate crisis have so far faced 
the worst consequences (Magnan et al., 2021; Ro-
manello et al., 2021). Within communities, low-in-
come families that already face exclusion and 
lack basic goods and services (e.g., clean water, 
adequate housing, access to high-quality health 
services) may find it harder to cope with extreme 
temperatures and weather events (Hallegatte & 
Rozenberg, 2017; Pelling & Garschagen, 2019).

Other factors within the family system can also 
modify the potential impact of climate change on 
families, including:

Caregiving skills:

Caring for others (children, adults, elders, the sick, 
individuals living with disabilities) is challenging, 
and people need resources, knowledge, self-con-
fidence, self-regulation, and other key skills to do 
so effectively (Bornstein et al., 2017; Cuartas et 
al., 2022). This is particularly true in crisis situa-
tions, when care demands are higher, and peo-
ple may find it harder to care for others while also 
trying to cope with the crises themselves. There-
fore, in climate hazard situations, some individu-
als with more knowledge (e.g., on early childhood 
development) may be better prepared to care for 
others, whereas others (e.g., those coping with 
mental health challenges) may require additional 
support.

Gender:

UN Women has clearly shown that the climate 
crisis is not “gender neutral;” on the contrary, it 
is compounding pre-existing gender disparities 
and hitting women and girls particularly hard 
(UN Women, 2022). For example, although wom-

en tend to have less access to natural resources 
globally, they are often responsible for securing 
food, fuel, and water (Tallman et al., 2022). Simi-
larly, girls and women have traditionally been ex-
cluded from or have received lower quality health-
care and education. The increased pressures from 
climate change, coupled with these inequities, can 
further exclude girls and women from educational 
and health opportunities, increasing risks to their 
health and safety as they struggle to access food, 
water, and other basic resources for themselves 
and their families.

Disability:

Individuals living with disabilities are often more 
vulnerable to climate change-related risks than 
the general population because (1) disability in-
dicators and disaggregated data for developing 
disability-inclusive policies are often missing, (2) 
most policies, programs, and climate change ad-
aptation strategies do not consider accessibility 
issues, (3) critical medical care can be disrupted 
during climate hazard situations, and (4) people 
with disabilities often face social and economic 
disadvantages and exclusion, making it harder 
for them to prepare for and adapt to climate risks 
(Izutsu, 2019; US EPA, 2022). Indeed, the World 
Bank estimates that persons with disabilities ex-
perience mortality rates up to four times higher 
than those without disabilities during natural di-
sasters (Auerbach et al., 2023).

Within this context of 
structural inequities, historical 
marginalization, and injustice, 
it is critical to consider the 
potential consequences of 
climate change on families 
from an equity perspective 
to inform policy and 
programmatic efforts that 
reduce opportunity gaps and 
help all families thrive.
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The scientific literature on the potential impacts 
of climate change on families has been growing.
There is robust evidence suggesting that climate 
change is affecting the physical and mental health 
of individual family members. Some research also 
indicates that climate change may compromise 

young children’s development. However, there is 
less, and often lower-quality, evidence on how 
climate change may affect the family system, in-
cluding family separation, early marriage, family 
conflict, violence, and parenting.
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Relationships�

Climate change can strain family  relationships, 
but current evidence is mixed and limited. 
Some studies also show it can increase 
intergenerational conflict, but also strengthen 
relationships when older and younger 
generations communicate and engage in climate 
action together.

Physical and mental health

Climate change can exacerbate the risk of 
adverse physical and mental health outcomes for 
individual family members, including reproductive 
health problems, respiratory, cardiovascular, and 
infectious diseases, depression, anxiety, and 
eco-anxiety.

Family separation and migration

More frequent and severe extreme weather 
events and ecological degradation accelerate 
forced displacement and family separation.
Climate change significantly impacts family 
geographic location and migration, driving 
temporary migration and family relocation in 
response to disasters.

Figure 3. Summary of findings from the literature review
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Child maltreatment and gender- 
based violence�

Climate change can increase women and 
children's vulnerability to experiencing  violence. 
The evidence shows increased rates of intimate 
partner violence after extreme weather events, 
particularly in agrarian societies. Climate related 
stress can also increase parental risk of child  
maltreatment, but there is a need for more 
research to understand these links.

Child development�

There is strong rationale and growing 
evidence that climate change may impact 
healthy child development, but there is a 
need for more research in this area.

Parenting

Some studies link climate hazards with 
reduced parental engagement in play and 
learning activities and communication, but 
the evidence-based is limited and confined to 
specific countries and regions.

Family structure and 
composition�

Some studies link climate change with 
rising divorce rates, reproductive choices, 
and incidences of early marriage, but 
existing research is limited, has significant 
methodological shortcomings, and these 
results may be highly context-specific.

29 DIFI Report | Climate Change and Families: Review of Evidence And Policy Recommendations
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5.1.1. Physical health

The evidence indicates that climate change can 
undermine the physical health of children, adoles-
cents, and adults across the lifespan. 

Climate change can affect individual family mem-
bers’ reproductive health and gestational out-
comes, weakening the foundations for lifelong 
health. Two reviews of the literature, comprising 
more than 100 studies (Canelón & Boland, 2020; 
Segal & Giudice, 2022), concluded that climate 
change could impact reproductive health out-
comes, including male and female fertility and the 
timing of menarche. These impacts may be ex-
plained by the increased release of toxins into the 
environment and the decreased availability and in-
take of protein and nutrients. Regarding gestation-
al outcomes, exposure to temperature extremes 
has been associated with stillbirth, low birth 
weight, and shortened gestational age (Kuehn & 
McCormick, 2017; Weeda et al., 2024). Similarly, 
a review of 22 studies found that pre-conception 
exposure to air pollution (including ozone, partic-
ulate matter, and carbon monoxide) is linked to a 
higher risk of birth defects, low birth weight, and 
preterm birth (Blanc et al., 2023), which are sig-
nificant predictors of health outcomes later in life 
(Crump, 2020).

Exposure to climate change-related hazards has 
been found to impair children’s and adolescents’ 

health outcomes. Extensive evidence has linked 
air pollutants like particulate matter and nitrogen 
dioxide to problems in the development of the 
nervous and respiratory systems early in life. A re-
view of about 127 studies showed that exposure 
to air pollutants predicts respiratory infections, 
asthma, allergic symptoms, and other diseases 
related to the respiratory system in children (An 
et al., 2021). There is mixed evidence on whether 
physical activity can modify these respiratory ef-
fects, as some studies find that physically active 
children experience worse consequences from air 
pollution, while other studies suggest that phys-
ical activity may be a protective factor (DeFlo-
rio-Barker et al., 2022). In addition, evidence from 
26 studies has linked exposure to atypical tem-
peratures to cases of childhood diarrhea (Carlton 
et al., 2015).

The literature has also documented the potential 
detrimental effects of climate change on adult 
health outcomes. For instance, multiple global re-
views and meta-analyses have documented that 
short- and long-term exposure to air pollutants, 
including ozone and particulate matter, increases 
the risk of numerous respiratory and cardiovas-
cular diseases (Fajersztajn et al., 2017; Requia et 
al., 2018; Shah et al., 2013). A scoping review of 
studies conducted in Africa (Coates et al., 2020) 
concluded that heatwaves, higher temperatures, 
and extreme weather events can increase the 
prevalence of vector-borne diseases, skin prob-

CLIMATE CHANGE AND FAMILIES: REVIEW OF THE EVIDENCES
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lems, and general morbidity and mortality. Final-
ly, a global review of 94 studies (Youssouf et al., 
2014) found that wildfires, along with their partic-
ulate matter emissions, can increase disease and 
mortality both in the immediate vicinity and for in-
dividuals far from the fire.

Climate Change and Physical Health in the 
Arabian Gulf and MENA Region

People in the MENA region face serious health 
risks due to hot, dry conditions and limited water, 
which worsen diseases like cholera and tracho-
ma (International Trachoma Initiative, 2016; WHO 
and EMRO, 2009). Climate change is expected 
to exacerbate these problems by affecting wa-
ter supply, quality, and sanitation. Studies show 
that climate change could increase the spread 
of diseases such as malaria, lymphatic filariasis, 
and leishmaniasis in the region (Slater & Michael, 
2012; Toumi et al., 2012). Dengue fever is also 
becoming a growing threat, particularly in Saudi 
Arabia and Yemen, with climate change poten-
tially making areas like the Arabian Peninsula and 
southern Iran more suitable for the dengue mos-
quito (Khormi & Kumar, 2014).

Extreme weather events, such as heatwaves, 
floods, droughts, and landslides, directly cause 
illness and death, with high summer tempera-
tures making people particularly vulnerable to 
heat-related health risks (Habib et al., 2010). 
Heatwaves have been linked to increased emer-
gency hospital visits, and projections indicate a 
significant rise in the number of hot days in many 
capital cities (Lelieveld et al., 2013; Novikov et al., 
2012). Additionally, air pollution—already a major 
health issue—is likely to worsen due to increased 
ozone formation from heat extremes, exacerbat-
ing respiratory problems like asthma (Portier et 
al., 2010).

5.1.2. Social and Emotional Wellbeing and Mental 
Health

Climate change significantly impacts mental 
health and social and emotional well-being 
through various exposures, including extreme 
weather events and rising temperatures. A sys-
tematic review of 30 studies highlighted the dis-
proportionate effect of heat, temperature vari-
ability, and air pollution on older populations, 
increasing their morbidity and mortality risks, 
particularly for cardiovascular and respiratory 
diseases (Leyva et al., 2017). Floods, in particular, 

were linked to higher incidences of post-traumatic 
stress disorder (PTSD), depression, and anxiety. 
Similarly, an analysis of 35 articles concluded that 
higher ambient temperatures and heatwaves ex-
acerbate mental health conditions such as bipolar 
disorder, depression, schizophrenia, substance 
misuse, and suicide, emphasizing the broad and 
severe mental health consequences of climate 
change (Thompson et al., 2018).

Children and young people are also vulnerable 
to the mental health impacts of climate change. 
Exposure to extreme weather events negatively 
affects children’s mood and behavior, manifesting 
as symptoms of PTSD, depression, anxiety, and 
externalizing (i.e., aggressive) behaviors (Barkin 
et al., 2021). Additionally, a review of 92 studies 
identified climate change-related risks as con-
tributing to mental health problems among young 
people, highlighting the need for targeted inter-
ventions to protect this group (Ma et al., 2022). 
Increasing awareness of climate change itself can 
lead to anxiety and worry in children (Martin et 
al., 2022), further compounding the psychological 
burden on younger generations.

Air pollution, a significant byproduct of climate 
change, has been consistently linked to adverse 
mental health outcomes. Multiple meta-analyses 
have established associations between exposure 
to pollutants such as PM2.5, PM10, NO2, SO2, 
and CO and increased risks of depression, anxi-
ety, and suicide (Cao et al., 2024; Liu et al., 2021). 
The evidence suggests that both long-term and 
short-term exposures to these pollutants can lead 
to significant psychological distress, emphasizing 
the urgent need for policies aimed at reducing air 
pollution to mitigate these mental health risks.

The psychological impact of climate change ex-
tends beyond acute mental health conditions to 
broader social and emotional well-being. Rising 
temperatures and extreme weather events con-
tribute to psychological distress, interpersonal 
conflict, and reduced quality of life (Evans, 2019). 
These events can compromise children’s cog-
nitive development and increase interperson-
al conflicts due to heightened stress levels. The 
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existential threat posed by climate change also 
leads to chronic anxiety and psychological dis-
tress about the future, affecting individuals’ over-
all sense of well-being and security (Palinkas & 
Wong, 2020). Thus, addressing climate change is 
imperative not only for physical health but also for 
maintaining and improving mental health and so-
cial and emotional well-being.

Climate Change, Displacement, and Mental 
Health in the Arabian Gulf and MENA Region

A study by Marzouk et al. (2022) surveyed 202 
internally displaced people in the Hassan Sham, 
Kabarto, and Qadia camps in Iraq to understand 
their perceptions of climate change and its im-
pacts on mental health and psychosocial well-be-
ing. The research focused on participants’ inter-
est in and knowledge of climate change, their 
perceptions of its causes and effects, and possi-
ble mitigation actions. Climate change was found 
to significantly impact mental health, leading to 
PTSD, depression, anxiety, and substance abuse, 
as well as social issues like loss of autonomy and 
eco-anxiety (Ursano et al., 2017). Seventy-four 
percent of participants reported that climate 
change had affected their lives.

The study revealed significant differences be-
tween camps: those in Hassan Sham experienced 
a greater reduction in the ability to concentrate, 
socialize, and sleep, along with increased irrita-
bility during extreme hot weather. In contrast, 
residents of Duhok camp showed more irritability 
in extreme cold weather. These findings under-
score the urgent need for targeted mental health 
and psychosocial support programs to address 
the diverse and severe impacts of climate change 
on displaced populations in the Arabian Gulf and 
MENA region.

5.1.3. Child Development

Current and future generations will face unprece-
dented exposure to extreme weather events and 
climate-related hazards if action is not taken to 
limit global warming. A modeling study by Thiery et 
al. (2021) shows that children born in 2020 could 
experience up to seven times as many heatwaves 
and other climate hazards (e.g., droughts, floods, 
cyclones) in their lives compared to children born 
in 1960. These exposures will be unequally dis-
tributed, with the MENA region and low-income 
countries likely facing the worst impacts (Thiery 

et al., 2021). Experiencing these climate hazards 
early in life can be particularly consequential, as 
children’s developing biological systems are more 
vulnerable to environmental threats (e.g., heat, 
pollutants, lack of clean water, zoonotic diseases) 
and less capable of regulating body temperature 
compared to adults (Burghardt et al., 2023; San-
son et al., 2022).

Growing empirical evidence indicates that climate 
change may impact young children’s develop-
ment, although this line of research is less devel-
oped than the literature on its potential physical 
and mental health consequences. A literature 
review of more than 100 studies, most of which 
were conducted with young children living in 
high-income countries, showed that air pollution 
has the potential to undermine early cognitive, 
motor, executive function, social, and emotional 
development (Cuartas et al., 2023). Other climate 
hazards, such as flooding and extreme tempera-
tures, have also been associated with detrimen-
tal cognitive, social, and emotional outcomes for 
young children. Finally, the same review found 
some evidence that zoonotic diseases, which may 
worsen amid the climate crisis, can also under-
mine children’s cognitive development.

The adverse impacts of climate change on early 
childhood development can cascade into nega-
tive lifelong individual and societal outcomes. The 
first years of life are considered a sensitive peri-
od of development, when the neural system and 
foundational skills develop in response to context 
and experience (Bick & Nelson, 2016; Black et 
al., 2017). Longitudinal and experimental studies 
have shown that the development of these early 
skills predicts lifelong learning, economic, and so-
cietal outcomes (Gertler et al., 2014). Therefore, 
the impacts of climate change on child develop-
ment can be particularly consequential, perpet-
uating pre-existing inequities and vulnerabilities, 
and making it even harder to mitigate the climate 
crisis and promote preparedness, adaptation, and 
resilience.

CLIMATE CHANGE AND FAMILIES: REVIEW OF THE EVIDENCES
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5.2.1. Family structure and composition

The impact of climate change on family dynam-
ics and women’s fertility preferences has been a 
growing area of research, with studies highlight-
ing diverse outcomes based on different environ-
mental exposures. Huang and Ma (2024) con-
ducted a primary study revealing that increases 
in greenhouse gas emissions, floods, and extreme 
temperatures are associated with rising divorce 
rates at the country level. Their findings suggest 
that although droughts have a negligible effect on 
divorce rates, other climate-related stressors sig-
nificantly strain familial relationships, potentially 
leading to higher divorce rates. This underscores 
the broader socio-emotional impacts of climate 
change, where extreme weather conditions and 
environmental stressors disrupt the stability and 
cohesiveness of families.

On the other hand, Somefun et al. (2024) explored 
the relationship between drought exposure and 
women’s fertility preferences and contraceptive 
behaviors across multiple countries. Their study 
indicates that drought exposure influences fertil-
ity preferences, with some women expressing a 
desire to either hasten or delay having another 
child. However, the impact of drought on contra-
ceptive access was minimal and only notable in 
three countries, suggesting variability in how en-
vironmental stressors affect reproductive health 
decisions. These findings highlight the complex 
interplay between climate change and reproduc-

tive choices, where the direct impacts of drought 
on fertility preferences and contraceptive use are 
nuanced and context-specific.

Furthermore, climate change has been associated 
with the incidence of early marriage through var-
ious environmental exposures. Exposure to grow-
ing-season drought during adolescence is linked 
to faster transitions into first unions, including 
both marriage and cohabitation, as well as preg-
nancy among young women in sub-Saharan Afri-
ca (Andriano & Behrman, 2020). Similarly, climatic 
events such as droughts and floods predict higher 
incidences of child marriage in South Asia, even 
after controlling for other factors like education 
(Dietrich et al., 2022). These findings suggest that 
environmental stressors from climate change can 
exacerbate socioeconomic pressures, prompting 
families to resort to early marriages as a coping 
mechanism.

Supporting this link, a scoping review revealed 
that environmental crises, including droughts, 
floods, heatwaves, and ecological degradation, 
increase pressures on the existing drivers of child 
marriage (Pope et al., 2023). The review conclud-
ed that environmental breakdowns affect access 
to resources and education and lead to increased 
instances of sexual violence and displacement. 
These factors collectively influence decisions 
around child marriage, as families often view early 
marriage as a protective measure against sexual 
violence and a way to maintain family honor. 

Outcomes for the family 
system

5.2
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Asadullah et al. (2020) also highlighted that in 
coastal Bangladesh, natural disasters such as 
tornadoes and floods are associated with higher 
incidences of child marriage. This indicates that 
child marriage is often adopted as a strategy to 
cope with increased vulnerability to natural disas-
ters, underscoring the need to address the so-
cio-environmental determinants of early marriage 
exacerbated by climate change.

5.2.2. Family separation and migration

More frequent and severe extreme weather 
events, ecological degradation, and downstream 
consequences on the availability of soil, clean wa-
ter, and food can exacerbate forced displacement 
and family separation. Of the record 100 million 
forcibly displaced people in 2022, the vast majori-
ty (more than 80%) were displaced due to climate 
hazards (UNHCR, n.d.). Moreover, the UN esti-
mates that about 700 million people may be at risk 
of displacement due to drought alone (UN, n.d.).

The impact of climate change on family geo-
graphic location and migration is significant, as 
demonstrated by various studies focusing on dif-
ferent environmental exposures. An observational 
study in rural India revealed a positive association 
between drought occurrences and the likelihood 
of households having at least one temporary mi-
grant member (Sarkar et al., 2022). The study 
used binary logistic regression models and high-
lighted that this probability is higher among so-
cio-economically marginalized groups compared 
to their better-off counterparts. This finding in-
dicates that droughts drive temporary migration 
as a coping mechanism, particularly affecting the 
most vulnerable populations who seek alternative 
livelihoods to mitigate the adverse impacts of cli-
mate-induced agricultural disruptions.

In a different context, Wang et al. (2022) used 
a quasi-experimental approach to investigate 
the effects of tornadoes on family colocation, 
measured by the proximity of individuals to their 
family members. Their study found that follow-
ing a tornado, there was an 18.9% increase in 
family colocation (i.e., family members staying in 

close physical proximity) in the U.S., compared to 
pre-tornado levels. This suggests that disasters 
elevate the need for family comfort and social 
support. Interestingly, partially affected cities ex-
hibited an even stronger increase in family colo-
cation compared to directly hit cities, indicating 
that the psychological and behavioral impacts of 
disasters extend beyond the immediate disaster 
zones. These findings underscore the resilience 
and adaptive behaviors of families in response to 
environmental crises, emphasizing the profound 
influence of climate events on family dynamics 
and geographic distribution.

5.2.3. Relationships

The evidence generally indicates that the strain 
climate change places on families can affect the 
relationships and interactions within the fami-
ly system. Two longitudinal quantitative studies 
with data on couples collected before and after 
Hurricane Harvey in the U.S. obtained somewhat 
contradictory findings. The first study analyzed 
the trajectory of family conflict before and after 
the hurricane, finding slower-than-expected de-
clines in marital conflict, indicating a detrimental 
effect on married couples (Hammett et al., 2022). 
The second study found that spouses’ satisfac-
tion with their relationships increased significantly 
from before to after the hurricane, but only tem-
porarily, as relationship satisfaction returned to 
baseline levels over time (Williamson et al., 2021).

Other climate hazards, including extreme tem-
peratures, can interfere with healthy family rela-
tionships and interactions. An ethnographic study 
with 40 pregnant and postpartum women from 
Burkina Faso (Kadio et al., 2024) found that wom-
en perceive extreme heat as interfering with their 
interpersonal relationships, increasing feelings of 
isolation, causing family disharmony, and making 
it difficult for them to care for their newborns. For 
example, mothers indicated that extreme heat 
strains their relationship with their partner, af-
fecting intimacy. They also reported that extreme 
heat impacts their physical (e.g., increased fatigue 
and skin problems) and psychological well-being 
(e.g., increased sadness and anxiety), which may 
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partially explain the impacts on their social rela-
tionships.

A review of 20 articles (Ayalon et al., 2022) 
found that climate change has triggered inter-
generational conflict, though in some cases has 
strengthened intergenerational relationships. 
Social media content and voters’ attitudes show 
that younger generations tend to believe that 
older generations do not understand the severity 
of climate change but still suppress and exclude 
young people from related policy decisions. Yet, 
the involvement of older people in the climate 
change movement and the sharing of experiences 
with young people foster positive intergeneration-
al relationships. Similarly, a study of 18 grandpar-
ents and 14 children affected by a forest fire (Bar-
ber, 2014) found that grandparents reported more 
closeness with their grandchildren and increased 
interactions (e.g., higher-quality conversations) 
after the fire. The study also showed that grand-
parents were a major source of resilience, helping 
grandchildren reframe the event in a positive way. 
Likewise, a qualitative study of 19 families showed 
that although families experienced strain and 
were busy with multiple demands after a wildfire, 
the experience also strengthened the family unit 
and collective coping mechanisms (Pujadas Botey 
& Kulig, 2013).

5.2.4. Parenting and Child Maltreatment

Climate change may impact parenting, with 
downstream consequences on children’s develop-
ment. For example, one study (Brando & Santos, 
2015) examined the impacts of “La Niña” weather 
patterns (i.e., a season of heavy rains) on young 
children’s development and their parents’ behav-
iors in Colombia. The study used a longitudinal 
national sample of more than 2,000 children and 
their parents, with data collected before (2010) 
and after (2013) “La Niña” (2010–2011). Findings 
suggest that exposure to heavy rains during ear-
ly childhood increased social-emotional problems 
and reduced the cognitive performance of chil-
dren. Moreover, parents exposed to the rains talk-

ed less to their children, but no significant impacts 
were found on other parenting behaviors such as 
engaging in play and learning activities.

Climate change may also increase child maltreat-
ment. Indeed, prior global crises like the COVID-19 
pandemic demonstrate that the strain caused to 
families with young children can increase parent-
ing stress, conflict, and child maltreatment (Cuar-
tas et al., 2023). A study of 118 children living in 
an area affected by a hurricane in the U.S. found 
increases in children’s aggressive behavior after 
the disaster (Terranova et al., 2015). Mediation 
analyses showed that post-disaster increases 
in parental hostility may explain some of the ob-
served increases in aggression, suggesting that 
climate hazards may affect parenting in ways that 
are detrimental to the family system and young 
children.

Another study also provided evidence that climate 
hazards can undermine parenting, ultimately af-
fecting children’s development and mental health. 
Maclean et al. (2016) assessed the potential ef-
fects of experiencing a natural disaster, including 
fires and hurricanes, early in life on mental health 
outcomes in adulthood. Findings revealed asso-
ciations between exposure to climate hazards 
during early childhood and adult mental health 
problems, particularly anxiety disorders. Notably, 
experiencing climate hazards was also associat-
ed with changes in parenting, including increased 
child abuse (but not child neglect) and emotional 
support. While increases in both negative (mal-
treatment) and positive (emotional support) be-
haviors may seem contradictory, these findings 
suggest that parents alter their parenting strate-
gies after climate disasters, likely due to the chal-
lenges of dealing with stress while also trying to 
provide support and comfort to their children.

5.2.5. Intimate Partner Violence

The evidence indicates that climate change-re-
lated hazards may increase intimate partner vi-
olence. One cross-cultural study used data from 
more than 80,000 women aged 15–49 years living 
in 19 Sub-Saharan African countries to examine 
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the potential effects of drought on intimate part-
ner violence (Epstein et al., 2020). Women who 
experienced severe drought had a higher like-
lihood of reporting a controlling partner and ex-
periencing physical or sexual violence compared 
to women who did not experience drought. How-
ever, another study of 149,000 women from 17 
countries failed to replicate these findings, show-
ing little evidence that rainfall shocks affect inti-
mate partner violence (Cools et al., 2020). A later 
study sought to resolve these inconsistencies us-
ing global data and found little evidence for as-
sociations between droughts and most forms of 
intimate partner violence, though some evidence 
suggested an association between drought and 
women’s partners exhibiting controlling behaviors 
(Cooper et al., 2021).

Extreme weather events have also been linked 
to an increased risk of intimate partner violence, 
particularly in agricultural settings. One study 
(Munala et al., 2023) analyzed data from Uganda, 
Zimbabwe, and Mozambique on women’s reports 
of intimate partner violence and weather disas-
ters. By comparing regions affected by extreme 
weather events to those not affected, the study 
found that the odds of women reporting intimate 
partner violence were 25% higher in regions with 
disasters in Uganda, 38% higher in Zimbabwe, 
and 91% higher in Mozambique.

Finally, a recent systematic review provided sum-
mative evidence that climate change may exac-
erbate gender-based violence (van Daalen et al., 
2022). The review included 41 quantitative and 
qualitative studies on different extreme weather 
events (e.g., floods, droughts, heatwaves) and 
gender-based violence (e.g., physical and sex-
ual violence). Most studies showed increases in 
gender-based violence during or after extreme 
weather events, often caused by economic and 
food insecurity, the distress triggered by the 
events, and increased gender inequality. There-
fore, the evidence suggests that climate change 
can exacerbate the risk of intimate partner and 
gender-based violence by amplifying risk factors 
while eroding sources of protection within societ-
ies, communities, and families. 
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The effects of climate change on family outcomes 
are multifaceted and may be context-specific and 
unequally distributed, moderated by various fac-
tors. At the same time, climate risks may interact 
with other ecological factors, leading to unique 
impacts on families. For example, one study found 
that increased greenhouse gas emissions, floods, 
and extreme temperatures are associated with 
higher divorce rates, whereas drought has little 
predictive effect (Huang & Ma, 2024). This study 
concluded that higher gender inequality exacer-
bated the relationship between climate change 
and divorce rates, suggesting that the socioeco-
logical context plays a critical role in how climate 
stressors impact family dynamics.

Similarly, there is evidence indicating that de-
mographic factors such as age and employment 
status can partially moderate some of the poten-
tial impacts of climate change on families. For in-
stance, the study by Epstein et al. (2020) on the 
impact of drought on intimate partner violence 
(IPV) highlighted that the association between 
drought and IPV was moderated by age and em-
ployment status, with adolescent girls and unem-
ployed women being more vulnerable. However, 
the related study by Cooper et al. (2021) found 
that the link between drought and partners’ con-
trolling behaviors was not moderated by factors 
such as wealth, employment, household drinking 
sources, and urbanicity.

Psychosocial stressors could potentially moder-
ate the impact of climate change on families, but 
the current evidence is inconclusive. For exam-
ple, Williamson et al. (2021) explored the effects 
of natural disasters on relationship satisfaction 
among newlywed couples. Their study on the af-
termath of Hurricane Harvey revealed that spous-
es experienced a temporary boost in relationship 
satisfaction following the disaster. However, this 
increase was short-lived, as satisfaction levels 
declined over time. Interestingly, the level of hurri-
cane exposure, stress, and social support did not 
predict changes in satisfaction, suggesting that 
the initial increase in satisfaction might be driven 
by a temporary surge in solidarity and shared ex-
perience. However, further research is needed to 
fully understand this phenomenon.

In summary, the relationship between climate 
change and family outcomes is complex and influ-
enced by various moderating factors such as gen-
der inequality, age, employment status, and social 
support. While current evidence underscores the 
importance of considering contextual and de-
mographic factors when assessing the impact of 
climate stressors on family dynamics, further re-
search is needed to better understand protection 
versus risk factors that may inform policies and 
interventions aimed at promoting resilience and 
positive adaptation amid the climate crisis. 

Risks or barriers and 
protection or enabling factors

5.3
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As families face climate and environmental crises, 
policies and interventions (see Box 4 for defini-
tions) are critical to ensuring well-being and pro-
moting resilience. Policies from local to interna-
tional levels can contribute to climate mitigation 
and adaptation efforts. Indeed, action is need-

ed to support families effectively amid climate 
change and to respond to the concerns of young 
people around the world, who report feelings of 
betrayal and distress regarding the current level 
of government response to climate change (Hick-
man et al., 2021; UNICEF, 2021b).

Introduction
6.1
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Building on the evidence demonstrating the var-
ied impacts of climate change on families (as de-
scribed in Section 5), this section reviews how 
specific policies can help to: (1) prevent families 
from experiencing the negative impacts of climate 
change; (2) prepare families to face the impacts 
of climate change; (3) support families as they 
encounter the impacts of climate change; and (4) 
engage families in policymaking and action to ad-
dress climate change. Our literature review found 
very few climate policies and interventions that 
focus explicitly and exclusively on families, so we 

include examples that we believe are relevant and 
have important implications for families, even if 
families were not the primary focus.

These examples of policies and interventions are 
taken from around the world, and we provide spe-
cific examples from the Arabian Gulf and MENA 
regions in Box 5. Importantly, this is not an ex-
haustive list of policies and interventions, but a 
selection of promising examples to guide further 
policy work and discussion.

Definitions

Policies Refer to formal statements of laws, regulations, rules, or procedures 
made by governments or organizations.

Interventions Refer to systematic actions or programs designed to change beliefs, 
behaviors, or health outcomes.

Climate Migitation Refers to “measures to reduce the amount and speed of future 
climate change by reducing emissions of greenhouse gases or by 
increasing their removal from the atmosphere” (U.S. Environmental 
Protection Agency; European Environment Agency). 

Climate Adaptation “includes actions taken at the individual, local, regional, and national 
levels to reduce risks from today’s changed climate conditions and 
to prepare for impacts from additional changes projected for the 
future” (U.S. Global Change Research Program). 

CLIMATE CHANGE AND FAMILIES: REVIEW OF THE EVIDENCES
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Climate change already threatens the well-being 
of families around the world, but the extent to 
which the crisis escalates depends on current 
decision-making (United Nations Framework 
Convention on Climate Change, 2015). Mitiga-
tion efforts can prevent families from experienc-
ing the most negative consequences of climate 
change by putting communities, countries, and 
the world on track to meet sustainability targets. 
These efforts require world leaders to engage in 
international collaboration and make substan-
tial financial investments. The Paris Agreement, 
a landmark international climate change treaty, 
affirms that “developed countries should take the 
lead in providing financial assistance to coun-
tries that are less endowed and more vulnerable” 
(United Nations Framework Convention on Cli-
mate Change, 2015). When these investments are 
made, mitigation policies can benefit families both 
now and in the future by promoting current health 
and preventing future harm (Sharifi et al., 2021).

Policies that reduce current and future green-
house gas emissions have the highest potential 
to safeguard the well-being of families by slow-
ing, and ideally reversing, the development of hu-
man-induced climate change. Critical mitigation 
policies include investing in new technologies 
and regulating carbon markets to encourage the 
transition from fossil fuels to sustainable energy 
(e.g., solar, wind, and nuclear). Ireland’s Climate 
Action Plan provides an example of a multi-sec-

toral effort to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 
by subsidizing sustainable energy, improving 
public transportation infrastructure, and encour-
aging low-emissions food production (Govern-
ment of Ireland, 2021). The United Arab Emirates’ 
Dubai Clean Energy Strategy 2050 also offers an 
example of how governments can promote the 
transition to clean energy production while meet-
ing growing energy demands (UAE Government, 
2022). Family support policies can also improve 
environmental sustainability by contributing to 
family stability. For example, divorced households 
use more electricity and water per person than 
married households, with estimates in the Unit-
ed States showing that 42%–61% more resources 
per person were used after than before marital 
dissolution (Yu & Liu, 2007). Policies that reduce 
poverty and unemployment and increase access 
to affordable housing might reduce divorce rates 
by providing more supportive environments for 
families (Aref & Zahran, 2024). Likewise, pro-
grams that support healthy communication, con-
flict resolution, and positive family relationships 
might also strengthen family stability in ways that 
contribute to environmental sustainability (Aref & 
Zahran, 2024).

Creating the social, political, and physical infra-
structure needed to prevent generations of fami-
lies from falling victim to climate change will take 
time and significant financial resources (UNCTAD, 
n.d.). For example, China is investing $800 billion 

Preventing families from 
experiencing the negative 
impacts of climate change

6.2
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over the next six years to create an energy grid 
that relies on renewables rather than coal (White 
& Ding, 2024). While costly, such wide-scale in-
vestments can lead to economic growth (Mur-
taugh, 2024), and investing now in the creation 
of sustainable systems can prevent millions, if 
not billions, of families from being affected by cli-
mate-related relocation, separation, disease, and 
death (Institute for Economics and Peace, 2020; 
Pearce & Parncutt, 2023).

Such investments are not only beneficial for fam-
ilies in the future; families today can already 
benefit from mitigation policies. For example, 
China’s pilot policy implementing an emissions 
trading system reduced infant mortality and im-
proved infant health by promoting pollution emis-
sion reductions and increasing sustainable eco-
nomic growth (Shao et al., 2022). Policies guiding 

agricultural production and establishing nutrition 
guidelines can simultaneously tackle the related 
health threats of obesity and malnutrition while 
ensuring that a growing population has access to 
healthy, sustainable food (Binns et al., 2021). For 
instance, increasing breastfeeding rates can re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions while improving 
infant and adult health (Doan et al., 2020). Sys-
tematic reviews also demonstrate the previously 
underestimated benefits of mitigation policies for 
child and adolescent health (Picetti et al., 2023), 
suggesting that such policies can be cost-effec-
tive when accounting for their improvements 
to public health (Gao et al., 2018). Active efforts 
to prevent the future impacts of climate change 
can thus enhance the well-being of families today 
while protecting the well-being of future genera-
tions.

CLIMATE CHANGE AND FAMILIES: REVIEW OF THE EVIDENCES
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With climate change already underway, policies 
can help families prepare for new, and likely chal-
lenging, circumstances, including more frequent 
and/or severe temperature and weather events 
and their downstream consequences on soci-
eties and communities (IPCC, 2022). By helping 
individuals, families, and societies respond pro-
actively to climate change, these policies have 
the potential to protect families from negative 
consequences while creating opportunities 
for increased equity, resilience, and well-being 
(UN Committee for Development Policy, 2024). 
Indeed, many approaches to climate adaptation 
simultaneously support mitigation and facilitate 
health co-benefits.

Adaptation policies can prepare families for a 
changed and changing climate by securing and 
enhancing the conditions under which families 
operate. For example, improved building codes 
and regulations can ensure that families’ homes, 
schools, health facilities, and other critical in-
frastructure are strong enough to withstand in-
creasingly extreme weather events (e.g., Climate 
Resiliency Design Guidelines; NYC Mayor’s Office 
of Climate and Environmental Justice, 2022). Heat 
action plans, as implemented in Germany and In-
dia (Hess et al., 2018; Mücke et al., 2020), and 
early warning systems, as in Bangladesh (Alam et 
al., 2023), can also provide families with the short- 
and long-term information they need to avoid 
harm. Investments in establishing and maintaining 
technological systems that facilitate timely warn-
ings and predictions of climate impacts (e.g., the 

UN’s Climwarn project; Digital Twins of the Earth, 
Stevens et al., 2024) are critical to ensuring that 
families can prepare for hazardous climate-relat-
ed events (International Climate Initiative, n.d.). 
Similarly, supporting families that rely on agricul-
ture by helping them adopt new technologies and 
navigate extreme weather events and heightened 
climate variability (e.g., information services and 
safety nets) can be beneficial not only for farm-
ers, but also to ensure communities’ and societies’ 
food security (Vermeulen et al., 2012).

In addition, psychosocial and educational inter-
ventions (e.g., at school or with pediatricians) 
can help families understand the risks of climate 
change and how to prepare for climate-induced 
disasters (e.g., creating emergency action plans; 
Early Years Climate Action Task Force, 2023; 
Ahdoot et al., 2024). Policies can also increase 
families’ financial stability and future well-being 
by establishing (re)education programs that pre-
pare individuals for changing industries and new 
economic opportunities (World Food Programme, 
n.d.). By using tools like CalEnviroScreen (which 
tracks census data, including exposure to envi-
ronmental risks; August et al., 2021) and following 
just transition guidelines (which seek to ensure 
financial and social security for all those affected 
by the transition to a green economy; Internation-
al Labour Organization, 2023), policymakers can 
work to protect families from negative conse-
quences while using these investments to redress 
inequities and improve opportunities for vulnera-
ble families.

Preparing families to face the 
negative impacts of climate 
change

6.3
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Targeted policies and interventions are crucial 
to supporting families as they face the conse-
quences of climate change. Efforts to support 
adaptation can be enacted across multiple levels, 
including individual, local, regional, and national 
scales. This section outlines key issues central to 
climate adaptation and presents possible strate-
gies to promote climate resilience and support the 
long-term well-being of children and families.

Mental health prevention and intervention 
programs can mitigate the impacts of climate 
change on child and family mental health. Acute 
climate-related events, such as extreme weath-
er disasters, can increase the risk of PTSD and 
other stress-related mental health disorders (see 
section 5.1.2). Thus, timely, evidence-based eco-
logical interventions for families and communi-
ties following disasters are of critical importance 
(Crandon et al., 2022). One example is the Skills 

for Life Adjustment and Resilience (SOLAR) pro-
gram, a flexible and adaptable intervention that 
has been shown to reduce distress and adjust-
ment problems following disasters (Gibson et al., 
2021; O’Donnell et al., 2020). More chronic con-
cerns, such as climate anxiety, can similarly be 
addressed through psychosocial interventions, 
although very few have been developed and test-
ed (Baudon & Jachens, 2021).

While there are not yet evidence-based interven-
tions specific to climate anxiety, many well-es-
tablished interventions promote positive coping 
in the face of stress and trauma, which could be 
adapted and tailored to support adaptation to cli-
mate change (Mah et al., 2020). Intervention and 
prevention efforts will be most effective when im-
plemented earlier in the life course, when there is 
greater developmental plasticity and climate-re-
lated risks have not yet accumulated (Vergunst & 
Berry, 2021; see Figure 4).

Supporting families as they 
face the negative impacts of 
climate change 
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Figure 4. Responding to climate-related risks across the lifecourse (open-access figure reprinted from Ver-
gunst & Berry, 2022)

Cash transfer programs can also contribute to re-
ducing mental health challenges while alleviating 
economic pressures that families may face due to 
climate change. Governments have increasingly 
used conditional and unconditional cash trans-
fer programs due to rigorous evidence on their 
effectiveness in improving livelihoods, reducing 
mental health challenges, increasing access to 
healthcare services, and improving education-
al outcomes, among others (Baird et al., 2014; 
Fuller et al., 2022; Kabeer & Waddington, 2015). 
These programs can support families and ensure 
preparedness and adaptation by helping low-in-
come and migrant families meet basic needs and 
respond to climate risks and shocks. They can 
also serve as safety nets or facilitate saving for 
vulnerable households, allowing them to invest in 
innovations (e.g., climate-resilient infrastructure) 
that increase their adaptive and response capac-
ity (Wood, 2011). Conditional cash transfers may 
even help families engage in behaviors that miti-
gate climate change, for example, by incentivizing 

the consumption of environmentally friendly prod-
ucts or modes of transport (Pega et al., 2015).

Parenting programs are promising strategies to 
promote positive family relationships and prevent 
violence amid the climate crisis. These programs 
are social and behavioral interventions aimed at 
supporting the development of key parenting 
capabilities, including knowledge, attitudes, and 
positive behaviors and practices to promote pos-
itive relationships, caregivers’ mental health and 
well-being, and children’s development (Doyle et 
al., 2023; Jeong et al., 2021). These programs can 
also include gender-transformative components, 
which have been shown to be effective in ad-
dressing harmful gender norms, improving couple 
relationships, and preventing intimate partner vi-
olence (Bacchus et al., 2024).

Although there is no evidence on the effective-
ness of parenting programs in climate hazard 
settings specifically, extensive global evidence 
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demonstrates that parenting programs have been 
broadly effective in reducing detrimental parenting 
behaviors, including those that could be impact-
ed by the climate crisis (see section 5.2). Indeed, 
these programs have been effective in promot-
ing positive child development, parent-child re-
lationships and interactions, reducing violence 
against children, and benefiting adult caregivers 
by mitigating mental health problems and intimate 
partner violence (Backhaus et al., 2023; Jeong et 
al., 2021; Jervis et al., 2023). Parenting programs 
can be implemented through multiple platforms, 
including home visits, group meetings in commu-
nity settings, educational institutions, healthcare 
settings, and online or hybrid delivery using SMS, 
WhatsApp, and chatbots (Backhaus et al., 2023; 
Doyle et al., 2023; Jeong et al., 2021). Much more 
research is needed to understand how these dig-
ital and hybrid approaches can be used in climate 
hazard settings (Cuartas et al., 2022).

There is also a need for more research on how 
to include climate-related content in parenting 
programs, such as promoting parent-child com-
munication about the environment and coping 
with eco-anxiety. One example of moving in this 
direction is the guidance and toolkits published 

by UNICEF and the Australian Psychological So-
ciety for parents and caregivers on how to talk to 
children about climate change, which could be in-
corporated into existing or novel environmentally 
conscious parenting programs.

Scalability is a key challenge in the successful 
implementation of these types of interventions. 
Mental health, parenting, and physical health pro-
grams often require more financial resources and 
trained providers than may be available. Brief, 
low-intensity interventions can be implemented 
more widely and efficiently. For example, the SO-
LAR intervention requires only five sessions and 
can be effectively administered by community 
members and frontline healthcare workers rath-
er than relying exclusively on extensively trained 
providers (Gibson et al., 2021; O’Donnell et al., 
2020). Furthermore, novel digital technologies 
(see DIFI report on Families and Technology), like 
chatbots, can also be leveraged to provide remote 
mental health and parenting support as comple-
ments to in-person services (i.e., hybrid delivery) 
or as alternatives when in-person support is un-
feasible. School-based interventions may also be 
fruitful avenues for supporting youth on a larger 
scale (Brown et al., 2023).
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Families can be key actors in preventing and re-
sponding to climate change. Policies and inter-
ventions can empower individuals and families to 
make informed decisions that work in their short- 
and long-term interests by ensuring access to in-
formation and creating markets where sustainable 
options are available and accessible. Moreover, 
including individuals and families, especially from 
traditionally underrepresented and disadvan-
taged communities, in the process of developing 
policies and interventions can enhance their up-
take, relevance, and capacity to create fairer and 
more equitable societies.

Creating awareness among families and individ-
uals about the causes and consequences of cli-
mate change can lead to more climate-friendly 
behavior at the individual, family, and community 
levels. For example, educational and information 
programs, participatory modeling, climate ser-
vices, and indigenous and local knowledge can 
heighten risk awareness and motivate behavior 
change in families (IPCC, 2022). However, many 

families and individuals still lack the information 
they need to take action. For instance, research in 
Egypt among urban and rural communities shows 
that many families are proactively responding 
to climate change by insulating their homes and 
purchasing cooling appliances. Still, 50% of those 
who had not yet taken action were unable to do so 
due to a lack of information (Froehlich & Al-Saidi, 
2018). Providing environmental education to youth 
can also increase environmental beliefs, attitudes, 
and behavior (van de Wetering et al., 2022). Ac-
cordingly, countries such as Sweden, Cambodia, 
and the UAE have integrated environmental edu-
cation into their national curricula (MECCE, n.d.; 
Ministry of Education - UAE, 2021; Sargren et al., 
2019). Engaging youth appears especially urgent 
given recent evidence that, compared to older 
generations, youth exhibit lower levels of environ-
mental efficacy (i.e., the belief that individual and 
collective action can reduce the negative impacts 
of climate change), which is a critical motivator of 
pro-environmental engagement (see Figure 5).

To what extent do you agree�or disagree 
with the following?�

If everyone made small changes�in their 
everyday lives this could �have a big impact 
on tackling�climate change.

% Agree

Base: 24,290 online adults under the age of 75,� interviewed 
26 Jan - 9 Feb 2024. The samples in�some countries and 
regions are more urban, more�educated, and/or more 
affluent than the general �population.�

Figure 5. Gender and generational differences in environmental efficacy 

Source: Ipsos Earth Day 2024 report : https://www.ipsos.com/en-us/earth-day-2024-
changing-attitudes-and-actions-towards-climate-change 

Engaging families in 
addressing climate change
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Importantly, for these behavioral and educational 
strategies to be effective, governments and poli-
cies must address structural and economic fac-
tors that drive market dynamics and choice archi-
tectures. For example, marketing campaigns can 
influence families’ decision-making through de-
ception and taking advantage of cognitive biases 
(e.g., greenwashing; Netto et al., 2020), making 
producers and companies ultimately responsible 
for downstream impacts on the environment and 
population health. Policies that prevent such de-
ception (e.g., the European Union’s marking regu-
lations; European Parliament, 2024) and that make 
sustainable options more widely available on the 
market (e.g., building green affordable housing; 
Jeddi Yeganeh et al., 2019) can enable individuals 
and families to act on their environmental knowl-
edge and concern.

Additionally, bringing individuals and families 
into dialogue to create a multi-stakeholder pro-
cess for developing climate policies and inter-
ventions is preferable to top-down decision-mak-
ing (Larson et al., 2022). Indeed, “climate resilient 
development processes link scientific, Indigenous, 
local, practitioner, and other forms of knowledge, 
and are more effective and sustainable because 
they are locally appropriate and lead to more le-
gitimate, relevant, and effective actions” (IPCC, 
2022). For example, research in Egypt found that 
urban women sought networks to learn how to 
adapt to climate change, while men requested 
financial support and tools for their workshops, 
and rural dwellers expressed demand for capaci-
ty-building training to become better farmers and 
ensure better harvests. These findings demon-
strate that community engagement can provide 
policymakers with localized insight into what 
families actually need (Froehlich & Al-Saidi, 2018).

Furthermore, an inclusive and participatory pol-
icy process can help address issues of climate 
injustice, in which the most underrepresented 
and vulnerable segments of society (e.g., fe-
male-headed households, Indigenous people, 
and children) disproportionately bear the brunt 
of climate change despite having contributed to it 
minimally. For example, Australia has taken steps 

to make Indigenous communities partners in clean 
energy projects (e.g., the 2023 Aboriginal Clean 
Energy Partnership, a 75% Indigenous-owned 
green hydrogen venture that also increases ac-
cess to capital; Young et al., 2024). Engaging 
vulnerable and minoritized communities in de-
veloping and adopting policy solutions can reveal 
opportunities to address both climate change and 
create fairer and more equitable societies.

Example Policies and Interventions in the Arabi-
an Gulf and the MENA region

Preventing families from experiencing the 
negative impacts of climate change

Several countries in the Arabian Gulf and MENA region, 
including the UAE, Saudi Arabia, Qatar, Oman, Bahrain, 
and Kuwait, have adopted wide-scale policies to re-
duce greenhouse gas emissions. For example, Oman’s 
Vision 2040 and National Energy Strategy aim to scale 
up renewables and improve energy efficiency (Ministry 
of Energy and Minerals - Oman, 2022). However, many 
countries in this region continue to produce and sell oil 
and natural gas, leading to poor rankings in frameworks 
used to evaluate national efforts to mitigate and adapt 
to climate change (e.g., Climate Change Performance 
Index, 2024). Morocco stands out as a leader in pro-
moting clean energy transitions, notably through the 
development of the Ouarzazate Solar Power Station.

Preparing families to face the negative im-
pacts of climate change

Recognizing that climate change is set to have dramatic 
and devastating consequences for people in the Ara-
bian Gulf and MENA regions (Telecommunications and 
Digital Government Regulatory Authority, 2024), many 
countries have adopted policies aimed at protecting 
and preparing families. For example, the UAE’s Nation-
al Climate Change Plan supports the development of 
resilient infrastructure and advanced water manage-
ment and has integrated climate change education into 
school curricula for all youth (Telecommunications and 
Digital Government Regulatory Authority, 2024). Under 
Saudi Vision 2030, Saudi Arabia also promotes techni-
cal and vocational training in energy-related programs 
to help develop a workforce for a green economy that 
responds to the demands of a changing climate (Tele-
communications and Digital Government Regulatory 
Authority, 2024).

CLIMATE CHANGE AND FAMILIES: REVIEW OF THE EVIDENCES
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Supporting families as they face the nega-
tive impacts of climate change

Bahrain, Kuwait, Oman, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, and the 
UAE have implemented the Mother Child Education 
Program (MCEP), a home visiting parenting program for 
families living in poverty (Qatar Foundation, 2007). In 
the home visits, facilitators help caregivers learn how to 
stimulate their young children and use learning materi-
als at home. Evaluations indicate the program has been 
effective in supporting families, positively impacting 
parenting and child development (Hadeed, 2011) (see 
Ben Brik et al., 2018 for additional discussion on pol-
icies and programs to support child development and 
well-being in the Gulf countries).). However, there is not 
yet evidence on the effectiveness of the MCEP in cli-
mate hazard situations, and whether including specific 
components on communication about climate change 
and dealing with eco-anxiety would be beneficial.

Engaging families in addressing climate 
change

Countries in the Arabian Gulf and MENA region are 
trying to engage families through communication 
campaigns, educational programs, and inclusive ap-
proaches to policy development. For example, the UAE 
government launched the “Our Generation” initiative to 
raise awareness about climate change among students 
by developing a school curriculum that encourages 
students to reduce their carbon footprint (UAE Govern-
ment, 2024). In addition, the National Climate Change 
Policy of the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan 2022–2050 
includes a Stakeholder Engagement Plan (SEP) to en-
sure that all stakeholders, including women, children, 
and vulnerable groups, are included in dialogues on 
climate change-related policy formulation (Ministry of 
the Environment & United Nations Development Pro-
gramme, 2022). The government of Iraq and the Inter-
national Rescue Committee (IRC) have also launched 
the Climate Resilience and Environmental Justice 
Initiative in southern Iraq, which aims to engage wom-
en and vulnerable groups by setting up committees to 
identify the needs of communities affected by climate 
change (International Rescue Committee, 2024).
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In this report, we have:

1.	 Delineated the varied ways in which climate 
change can impact families, and

2.	 Provided examples of how policies and inter-
ventions can help prevent, prepare, support, 
and engage families in response to these ef-
fects of climate change.

Based on this body of scientific work, we offer a 
selection of recommendations for policymakers 
and practitioners that hold particular promise for 
promoting the well-being of children and families 
amidst a rapidly changing climate. Below, we pro-
vide a brief description of each recommendation 
and refer readers to prior sections for specific ex-
amples and greater detail.
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7.1. Recommendations for Policy 
and Practice

7.1.1. To prevent families from experiencing the 
negative impacts of climate change

Recommendation 1: Establish economy-wide 
policies to curb greenhouse gas emissions. For 
example, create a decarbonization plan with sec-
tor-specific, measurable targets and implement 
family support policies that increase family sta-
bility, as stable families consume fewer resources 
than unstable ones (see section 6.2).

Recommendation 2: Promote market conditions 
that facilitate individuals’ and families’ adoption 
of low-carbon lifestyles. For example, make sus-
tainable modes of transportation (e.g., subways, 
trains, bikes) accessible, affordable, and desir-
able (see section 6.2).

Recommendation 3: Engage in international, col-
laborative efforts to reduce greenhouse gas emis-
sions. For example, wealthier developed countries 
should provide financial assistance to more vul-
nerable countries to support global mitigation ini-
tiatives (see section 6.2).

7.1.2. To prepare families to face the negative im-
pacts of climate change

Recommendation 1: Build resilient infrastructure 
and societal institutions that are equipped to pro-
vide essential services in the context of a more 
extreme, changed climate. For example, construct 
resilient and energy-efficient buildings (e.g., 
housing, schools, hospitals) that both reduce cli-
mate impacts and can keep families safe in the 
face of extreme weather events (see section 6.3).

Recommendation 2: Equip individuals and fami-
lies with the technology and skills necessary to 
maintain a reliable livelihood while contributing to 
societal needs. For example, provide farmers with 
information and education services to navigate 
heightened climate variability, as well as safety 
nets to cope with productivity shocks (see sec-
tion 6.3).

Recommendation 3: Invest in climate services 
that provide families with access to early warning 
systems and reliable climate and weather fore-
casting. For example, ensure the establishment 
and maintenance of meteorological technologies 
and communication systems that convey informa-
tion about impending climate-related hazards in 
an accurate and timely manner (see section 6.3).

7.1.3. To support families as they face the nega-
tive impacts of climate change

Recommendation 1: Enable access to resourc-
es that promote physical and mental health and 
address the potential damage inflicted by climate 
change. For example, expand training opportuni-
ties for community members and frontline health-
care workers to provide physical and mental 
health support following climate-related disasters 
(see section 6.4).

Recommendation 2: Implement parenting pro-
grams at scale, prioritizing at-risk families, that 
integrate climate-related content. For example, 
expand access to in-person or digital parent-
ing programs that reduce detrimental parenting 
behaviors and equip parents with the skills they 
need to face the challenges of a changing climate 
(see section 6.4).

Recommendation 3: Alleviate economic pres-
sures for families through cash transfer programs. 
For example, provide unconditional payments to 
families experiencing climate-related challenges 
to help meet their basic needs (see section 6.4).

7.1.4. To engage families in addressing climate 
change

Recommendation 1: Raise youth and families’ 
knowledge of climate change and build their 
sense of environmental efficacy, so they are 
aware of the need for action and their potential 
to contribute to mitigation and adaptation efforts. 
For example, integrate environmental education 
into national school curricula (see section 6.5).

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
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Recommendation 2: Make sustainable lifestyles 
affordable, accessible, and desirable for individ-
uals throughout society. For example, regulate 
markets such that climate impacts are reflected 
in the costs of goods, and prohibit dishonest mar-
keting strategies (e.g., greenwashing) that can 
mislead family purchasing and decision-making 
(see section 6.5).

Recommendation 3: Organize opportunities for 
youth and families—especially in at-risk commu-
nities—to express their concerns, ideas, and pri-
orities regarding climate mitigation and adaptation 
policies. For example, provide forums for commu-
nities to communicate their climate-related needs 
to policymakers to ensure that local priorities are 
addressed (see section 6.5).

7.2. Future Directions for Re-
search

The climate crisis is unprecedented and requires 
urgent action and novel policies and interventions 
to achieve transformational impacts. To do so, 
bold research agendas that take risks and explore 
innovative solutions are needed.

Our literature review showed that there is exten-
sive literature and robust evidence linking climate 
change to negative physical and mental health 
outcomes for individual family members, whereas 
there is less evidence and mixed findings regard-
ing child development outcomes. For outcomes 
related to the family system as a whole, the evi-
dence appears to be scarce, mixed, and limited in 
terms of internal (i.e., causality) and external va-
lidity (i.e., generalizability). Most related research 
has relied on cross-sectional and correlational de-
signs, making it difficult to understand the causal 
effect of climate change, beyond other contextu-
al factors, on family outcomes and the potential 
mechanisms (or mediators) underlying these ef-
fects. Furthermore, prior research has focused on 
select countries, settings, and populations, mak-
ing it challenging to determine whether the im-
pacts of climate change on families are universal 
or context-specific, and for whom these impacts 
may be more pronounced. Finally, there are few 

longitudinal studies, so little is known about the 
short-, medium-, and long-term effects of climate 
change on families.

Future research should aim to strengthen knowl-
edge about the causal links between climate 
change and family outcomes over time, examine 
the mechanisms underlying these impacts (i.e., 
mediators), assess variation in these effects 
(i.e., moderators), and conduct studies in multi-
ple settings, countries, and diverse populations 
to assess the generalizability of findings. One 
promising approach is to combine satellite data 
on climate change (e.g., NASA’s data) with glob-
al, representative household surveys that include 
geographic location data and family outcomes 
(e.g., the Multiple Indicators Cluster Survey and 
the Demographic and Health Surveys). These 
global datasets can enable researchers to lever-
age temporal and spatial variation in climate haz-
ards relative to household locations, using qua-
si-experimental approaches with samples from 
multiple countries to strengthen internal and ex-
ternal validity. Researchers can also employ coun-
try-specific longitudinal data to assess issues of 
timing and persistence in the effects of climate 
change on family outcomes.

Additionally, there is a need for extensive ethno-
graphic and qualitative work to understand the 
lived experiences of families in climate hazard 
settings, as well as their needs and perceptions 
amid the growing climate crisis. Qualitative and 
mixed-methods approaches can help us under-
stand the mechanisms linking climate change 
to individual and family-level outcomes. This re-
search is also critical for understanding how fam-
ilies are preparing for, coping with, and adapting 
to the climate crisis, which is essential for devel-
oping policies and programs that are appropriate, 
relevant, feasible, sustainable, and effective in 
supporting families in this context.

In terms of policies and interventions, research-
ers should examine the extent to which existing 
evidence-based policies and programs (e.g., 
parenting programs) promote preparedness, 
adaptation, and resilience in the context of cli-
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mate change, using experimental and quasi-ex-
perimental approaches. A bold research agenda 
should adopt systemic and ecological perspec-
tives (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006) to embrace 
the complexity of family and human development 
in context and assess how existing policies and 
interventions at different levels (e.g., educational 
settings) may have “spillover” effects on the fam-
ily system (e.g., family relationships), as well as 
how strategies in different settings (e.g., commu-
nity or healthcare settings) can complement each 
other to promote resilience more effectively.

Researchers can also support the design and 
implementation of new policies and programs, 
working towards maximizing their potential ben-
efits, sustainability, and scalability. For example, 
systematic reviews, meta-analyses, multifactorial 
designs, and other approaches can help identify 
the core components (i.e., contents and deliv-
ery approaches) that make interventions most 
effective in climate hazard settings. By distilling 
these components and making them available, 
researchers can support the expansion of low-
cost, open-access solutions that policymakers 
and practitioners can adopt and adapt to support 
families in specific contexts.

A transformative research agenda in the context 
of climate change should prioritize equity issues, 
examining how to engage and positively impact 
migrant and conflict-affected populations, fami-
lies in low- and middle-income countries, individu-
als with disabilities, and racial, ethnic, and gender 
groups that are discriminated against, oppressed, 
and excluded from research and policy discus-
sions. Some initial critical steps include addressing 
sampling biases in research projects (e.g., Draper 
et al., 2022), improving measurement approaches 
to reliably characterize the needs, perspectives, 
dynamics, and outcomes of diverse families, and 
encouraging journal editors to dedicate resources 
and special issues to research involving tradition-
ally underrepresented participants.

Researchers can maximize the impact and reach of 
their work by engaging in research-policy-prac-
tice partnerships. These partnerships can bene-
fit the design and adaptation of policies and inter-
ventions, ensuring culturally appropriate, relevant, 
and sustainable solutions for families. There is 
also a need for more implementation science re-
search to understand how to implement policies 
and interventions at scale, ensuring cost-effec-
tiveness. Research-policy-practice partnerships 
can support these efforts by including perspec-
tives from different actors (policymakers, practi-
tioners, communities, families) in the policy cycle.

Funding agencies can play a critical role in pro-
moting fresh thinking and innovation by support-
ing novel ideas and research projects conducted 
in climate hazard settings. Given the multifaceted 
nature of climate change, multidisciplinary teams 
are well-positioned to address knowledge gaps. 
Funding the establishment and strengthening of 
research-policy-practice partnerships also offers 
promise for developing transformational research 
agendas in the context of climate change. 

CONCLUSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS
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