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Anthropocene acceleration, a term used to describe the 
rapid increase in human activities that impact our planet, is 
destabilising the earth’s natural systems, of which climate 
change and biosphere integrity are considered the most 
critical components.1  Climate change has already started to 
cause impacts and losses to both nature and people.2

Planetary health is negatively impacted when human activity 
disrupts Earth’s natural systems which, in turn, threatens 
human health and the health of all living organisims.3 By 2023 
six of the nine ecological limits including climate change had 
been exceeded. Of concern is that health impacts occur 
even before these thresholds are crossed, eroding the earth’s 
resilience, further accelerating environmental changes that 
will accentuate health risks on a global scale. 

Minimising harm is a cornerstone of justice and justice 
systems, and this principle applies to the health of our 
planet.4 Planetary health integrates political, economic 
and social dimensions of human activity, including equity 
and justice, prioritising individual, community and global 
planetary consciousness.5 As health professionals we work 
within political, economic and social systems and our 
practice needs to shift to include actions and advocacy 
to minimise harm that are informed by a planetary health 
conscience. Taking a long-term view, recognising the ongoing 
and increasing impacts to health and wellbeing, requires us 
to adjust our immediate and short-term clinical practice to 
include a commitment to intergenerational justice.

The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change2 highlights 
the impacts of climate change on health and wellbeing 
that can already be observed, such as increased infectious 
diseases, impacts from extreme heat, malnutrition related to 
weather events, mental health and human displacement. The 
legacy of greenhouse gas emissions or ecosystem destruction 
for youth and future generations is no longer theoretical. If we 
are to achieve intergenerational justice, we must recognise 
the potential long-term consequences of short-term, high 
carbon emissions and ecosystem degradation associated 
with health care provision.5 We have a responsibility as health 
care providers to minimise significant harm to current youth 
and future generations.

In 2025 the Lancet Commission on adolescent health and 
wellbeing published a call to action to ensure the ongoing 
wellbeing of young people who will continue to be a critical 
force in safeguarding the future of society and the health of 
the planet.6  Current adolescents are the first generation who 
will live their entire lives within the impacts of climate change 
and threats to planetary health6.

In their review on the impact of climate change on children 
and adolescents’ health and wellbeing Proulx highlighted 
children and young people’s vulnerability related to climate 
impacts due to their development, risk for disease, need 
for nurturance, their limited ability to independently avoid 
threats and tendency to fear and worry about climate change 
compared to other age groups.7 They are also likely to be 
impacted both physically and psychologically by climate 
induced changes.  For example, poorer air quality, which 
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affect respiratory illness and food, water and vector-borne 
diseases due to rising temperatures, rainfall and flood-related 
events.7  Psychological wellbeing is also threatened when 
children and adolescents witness or sustain injury arising 
from climate-related disasters and who may also experience 
geographic displacement and disruption to social supports, 
family relationships and functioning in the aftermath of these 
disasters7. Post-traumatic stress disorder, depression and 
anxiety, as well as increases in phobias, sleep disruption and 
attachment and aggressive behaviours have been reported 
among children and youth exposed to disasters.8

Children and adolescents cannot protect themselves from 
environmental threats. There is an urgent need to focus on 
adaptation and mitigation strategies to protect children from 
the impacts of climate change before irreversible damage 
occurs to an entire generation’s health and future. Nurses, 
as the largest group of health professionals, can be agents 
of change. The recent definition of nursing adopted by the 
International Council of Nurses explicitly recognises nurses’ 
responsibilities in promoting and protecting planetary health, 
showing that environmental stewardship is now central 
to professional identity.9 Advocacy is a professional duty 
embedded in nursing and midwifery codes and aims to 
improve health outcomes and ensure equitable access to 
care.10 The most powerful impact comes through policy and 
systems change, such as supporting policies that reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions and address climate change at 
its source.11 There is also a need for improved surveillance 
infrastructure within communities to monitor and initiate early 
warning systems to activate before extreme weather strikes.11  
Tracking systems with climate-sensitive health outcomes in 
children, including heat-related illness, respiratory conditions, 
vector borne diseases, and mental health impacts will 
provide measurable, visible outcomes strengthening the case 
for policy and systems level action.11  

As educators, nurses can guide children and entire families 
on how to prepare for extreme weather events and educate 
on the management of chronic conditions which may be 
impacted by climate issues (for example asthma exacerbated 
by reduced air quality) and promote services for mental 
health.12 Raising adolescent and family awareness can 
increase knowledge and motivate patients to change 
behaviours to protect their own health while achieving lower 
carbon emissions.13 Of course, to be able to empower others, 
nurses must also understand climate change. This is of 
particular importance given sensationalism in the media and 
algorithms that repeatedly display climate change content 
that can raise the salience of the threat and trigger anxiety in 
young people.14 Nurses must leverage their roles as trusted 
health professionals and champion the truth.15 Creating a 
sense of agency for children and adolescents can be done 
through action education rather than fear-based information, 
therefore empowering youth with tangible strategies they can 
implement, allowing for adaptive rather than maladaptive 
response.14 Providing safe spaces for young people to 
engage in dialogue about climate change, can help them to 
feel understood, positively influencing wellbeing.

References
1.	 Ha M. Climate change and health in planetary perspectives: 

challenges for the health sector. Environ Anal Health Toxicol. 

2025;40(Special):e2025s06. doi: 10.5620/eaht.2025s06.

2.	 Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. AR6 Synthesis 
Report. IPCC; 2023. https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/syr/
resources/spm-headline-statements/

3.	 Myers SS, Masztalerz O, Ahdoot S, Gabrysch S, Gupta J, 
Haines A, Kleineberg-Massuthe H, Lambrecht NJ, Landrigan PJ, 
Mahmood J, Pörtner LM. Connecting planetary boundaries and 
planetary health: a resilient and stable Earth system is crucial for 
human health. Lancet. 2025;406(10501):315–319.

4.	 Rockström J, Gupta J, Qin D, et al. Safe and just earth system 
boundaries. Nature. 2023:619(7968):102–111. doi: 10.1038/
s41586-023-06083-8.

5.	 Muller V, Sonntag CJ, Seidler A, Freiberg A. 2025. Health 
concepts in the context of anthropogenic environmental change: 
a scoping review on one health, planetary health, ecohealth, 
public health, urban health, and global health. J Public Health. 
2025. doi: 10.1007/s10389-025-02659-y

6.	 Baird S, Choonara S, Azzopardi PS, Banati P, Bessant J, Biermann 
O, et al. A call to action: the second Lancet Commission on 
adolescent health and wellbeing. Lancet 2025;405(10493):1945–
2022. doi: 10.1016/S0140-6736(25)00503-3

7.	 Proulx K, Daelmans B, Baltag V, Banati P. Climate change 
impacts on child and adolescent health and well-being: A 
narrative review. J Global Health. 2024;14:04061. doi:10.7189/
jogh.14.04061

8.	 Rubens SL, Felix ED, Hambrick EP. A meta-analysis of the impact 
of natural disasters on internalizing and externalizing problems 
in youth. J Trauma Stress. 2018;31(3):332–341. doi:10.1002/
jts.22292

9.	 International Council of Nurses. The ICN Code of Ethics for 
Nurses. ICN; 2021. https://www.icn.ch/resources/publications-
and-reports/icn-code-ethics-nurses

10.	 International Council of Nurses. Current nursing definitions. ICN; 
2026. https://www.icn.ch/resources/nursing-definitions/current-
nursing-definitions

11.	Stokes R, Bare G, Del Rio M, McCurdy L, Tallon L, Dyjack, DT. 
From exposure to action: climate change, children’s health, and 
the role of environmental health professionals. J Environ Health. 
2026;88(6): doi: 10.70387/001c.155915

12.	Scott K. Solecki, S. Climate change: Challenges faced by the 
pediatric population. Contemporary Pediatrics.2025;41(3):24–28.

13.	Haq M, Sampath V, Sheffield P, Jackson RJ, Nadeau KC. 
Advocating for planetary health is an essential part of advocating 
for children’s health. Pediatric Res. 2024;96(6):1494–1502. doi: 
10.1038/s41390-024-03665-8

14.	Crandon TJ, Scott JG, Charlson FJ, et al. A social–ecological 
perspective on climate anxiety in children and adolescents. 
Nat Clim Chang. 2022;12:123–131. doi: 10.1038/s41558-021-
01251-y

15.	Ward A, Holmes ME, Ward I, Cornish J, Charalambous J, Levett-
Jones T. 2025. Empowering nurses and midwives to speak to 
the evidence: A contemporary approach to communication, 
advocacy and activism. Nurs Educ Today. 2025:152:106752.doi: 
10.1016/j.nedt.2025.106752


