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Climate change and social health
 

Marlee Bower    1  , Kate Filia    2, Emma L. Lawrance    3,4, Kiffer G. Card    5, 
Lily Teesson    1, Scarlett Smout    1, Caroline Gao    2, Nader Naderpajouh    6, 
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Yoonhee Kim    9, Kenneth Anchang Yongabi    10, Nana Misawa    9, 
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Johanna C. Badcock    14

Social health—our ability to access and maintain meaningful human 
relationships—is recognized as a critical determinant of population health and 
climate change resilience, yet it is poorly integrated into climate change policy 
and research. This narrative Review synthesizes interdisciplinary evidence of 
the bidirectional and nuanced relationship between climate change and social 
health: climate change disrupts key social conditions (including housing 
stability and community cohesion), while widespread social disconnection 
limits our collective capacity to address the climate crisis. We unpack how 
social health can function as both a climate vulnerability and a lever for 
climate action. We present a new conceptual framework, describing the 
pathways through which social health and climate outcomes interact. Finally, 
we highlight existing evidence gaps and opportunities for public policy 
development and call for climate and health governance to centre social 
health as a key pillar of resilience in a changing world.

Climate change is no longer a distant threat. It is already reshaping the 
systems and societies people rely on—damaging homes and infrastruc-
ture, reducing financial stability and employment, disrupting food and 
water supplies, and deteriorating physical and mental health1,2 (see 
Table 1 for key construct definitions). The health consequences are 
wide-ranging; increased infectious disease, respiratory and cardiovas-
cular illness and deteriorated mental health have all been attributed 
to the consequences of climate change1,2. As stated by World Health 
Organization, “Climate change is making us sick, and urgent action is 
a matter of life and death”1.

Simultaneously, the world is facing a slow-burning health crisis: 
the decline of social health, or the ability of people and communities 
to access and sustain meaningful human connection3. Throughout 
this Review, we distinguish mental health and social health as related 
but analytically distinct dimensions of well-being4. Although social 
health shapes mental health and vice versa, here we focus on how 
climate change disrupts social health and, through it, mental, physi-
cal and community outcomes (Table 1). Globally, social disconnection 
(including loneliness and isolation) affects up to one in four people5. 
This trend has profound consequences. Social health is foundational 
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These shifts in social behaviour, in turn, affect mental health, physical 
health and community well-being.

Critically, the relationship between climate change and social 
health is bidirectional and nuanced (Fig. 1). Poor social health is not 
only a consequence of climate change; it may also hinder responses 
to it. Social disconnection may reduce motivation for collective 
action, civic participation and sustainable behaviour16,17. Indeed, neu-
roscientific evidence highlights how isolation changes the brain in 
ways that reduce social trust as well as the ability and desire to social-
ize and act in prosocial ways18. By contrast, research suggests that 
strong community ties—often described as social capital—support 
coordination, resource-sharing and long-term adaptation19. In this 
Review, we use social health as an umbrella concept encompassing 
individual connection, community cohesion and systemic supports 
for relationship-building (Table 1). The relationship between climate 
change and social health is complex; some studies, though in the minor-
ity, show that higher social capital can increase vulnerability and reduce 
resilience in certain contexts11, and others highlight how disasters can 
foster new connections20—the conditions for this post-disaster growth 
are critical to determine.

Despite the clear links between social health and climate change, 
research remains fractured across disciplines. Work from psychology, 

to well-being and longevity, with comparable effects on early death to 
those of smoking or obesity6–8.

Research shows that strong social ties improve health, survival and 
disaster recovery. From heatwaves in Chicago to typhoons in Japan, 
people with fewer social connections—especially older adults and those 
with severe mental illness—are more likely to die during climate events 
than those with supportive networks9,10. Social relationships facilitate 
practical and emotional support—for example, checking on neigh-
bours, providing shelter or disseminating life-saving information9. 
Social health is not just a determinant of individual well-being; it is also 
a potential indicator of climate resilience. However, this relationship 
is clearly nuanced: social connections may also increase vulnerability 
in certain contexts11.

Despite this, the relationship between climate change and social 
health remains largely overlooked in climate and health policy. Poor 
social health is rarely acknowledged as a climate vulnerability, and how 
climate change erodes social health—by disrupting routines, damaging 
lifeline systems and infrastructure, displacing populations and fraying 
trust—remains under-explored12. Even without disasters, slow-onset 
changes such as rising temperatures and sea levels affect how, when 
and where people connect. Extreme heat drives people indoors, limits 
play, increases aggression and reduces community interaction13–15. 

Table 1 | Definitions of constructs

Construct Definition and associations with health outcomes

Mental health Mental health is a state of well-being in which an individual realizes his or her own abilities, can cope with the normal stresses of life, can 
work productively and is able to make a contribution to his or her community160. Mental health and mental illness—the absence of mental 
health—are expressed and understood differently across cultures.

Physical health Physical health refers to how well the body’s systems function and the overall condition of the body.

Social health Social health is the dimension of an individual’s health that relates to their relationships and interactions with others—encompassing 
their social position, the sufficiency of their social networks, the quality of their relationships and their ability to form positive and 
meaningful connections with others in all areas of their life4—put simply, an adequate quantity and quality of relationships in a particular 
context to meet an individual’s need for meaningful human connection161. It is an umbrella term for many of the below constructs.

Loneliness Loneliness is a subjective unpleasant or distressing feeling of a lack of connection to other people, along with a desire for more, or more 
satisfying, social relationships3. It is a complex emotion, associated with poor physical and mental health outcomes.

Social capital Social capital consists of the networks of relationships and acquaintances built up over a lifetime, including:
Bonding social capital: the ties between close networks, such as community members, family members or close friends.
Bridging social capital: the ties connecting people across new, social groups beyond their existing social circle. This is associated with 
access to diverse information, resources and opportunities.
Linking social capital: the connections between individuals or groups and institutions or individuals in positions of power (for example, 
government agencies, service providers and non-governmental organizations), creating access to resources, influence and support 
across formal hierarchies.
Social capital has been linked with mental and physical health outcomes162,163.

Social cohesion Social cohesion refers to the density or strength of ties among a group. Although social cohesion is often understood as having positive 
effects on health162,163, it can also act as a form of social constraint on collective action and innovation164, which may be important for 
climate adaptation and mitigation.

Social identity Social identity refers to a person’s sense of self that is derived from their membership in social groups, including cultural, religious, 
gender, occupational or national groups. It involves both self-categorization (how individuals see themselves as part of a group) and 
group identification (the emotional and cognitive importance attached to that group membership)84, which are strongly associated  
with health165.

Social connection Social connection refers to the structure, function and quality of relationships with others. Social connections have been scientifically 
demonstrated to influence health and well-being. Social connection includes not only the size and diversity of one’s social network 
and roles but also the functions these relationships serve and their positive or negative qualities3. This has a well-recognized effect on 
health166,167.

Social disconnection Social disconnection consists of objective or subjective deficits in social connection, including deficits in relationships and roles, their 
functions and/or their quality3.

Social isolation Social isolation refers to objectively having few social relationships, social roles or group memberships and/or infrequent social 
interaction3, and is associated with poor health outcomes168,169 and the atrophy of brain networks associated with maintaining healthy 
relationships and social trust170.

Social negativity “Social negativity is characterized by the presence of aversive interactions or relationships, rather than the absence of desired social 
interactions or relationships”3. This includes interactions or relationships that are poor quality, harmful, conducive to conflict or strain,  
or emotionally aversive or undesired, or that have negative effects on the individual’s health and/or well-being, including aggression  
and violence3,171.

Social networks Social networks are the people and groups an individual interacts with and is connected to, and how those people and groups interact171.

Social support Social support is actual or perceived support from one’s social group, including through physical, emotional or intellectual resources171. 
It has been linked to both physical and mental health outcomes172,173.
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public health, environmental science, sociology and disaster studies 
often proceeds in silos, limiting academic synthesis and policy rel-
evance. In response, this paper, written by researchers in mental health, 
neuroscience, engineering, public health and social science, integrates 
diverse literatures to map how climate change and social health interact 
across individual, community and systemic levels and within differently 
resourced communities. We identify conceptual and empirical gaps 
and propose a new integrative framework to advance understanding. 
By doing so, we aim to elevate social health within climate discourse 
and support more holistic, equitable, considered and socially resilient 
climate responses (see Figs. 2 and 3 for argument summaries).

Methodology
A narrative review methodology was chosen because the relationship 
between climate change and social health is an emerging and con-
ceptually diffuse field, spanning multiple disciplines, theories and 
methodologies. Rather than mapping a bounded body of evidence, this 
Review aimed to synthesize and interpret diverse literatures to clarify 
concepts, trace theoretical foundations and develop an integrative 
framework: objectives not well suited to systematic review methods.

The search using Scopus, PubMed and Web of Science was 
restricted to peer-reviewed literature published up to early-mid 2025 
for reasons of scope and feasibility as climate-related grey literature 
is vast, rapidly expanding and highly heterogeneous, and its inclusion 
would shift the Review from conceptual synthesis to policy scanning 
(see Supplementary Information for the search strategy).

Climate change affects social health on  
multiple levels
Although social health is often conceptualized at the individual level 
(for example, loneliness or belonging), it is shaped by social dynam-
ics operating across multiple levels. Here we describe how climate 
change disrupts social health across three interrelated levels: systemic 
(for example, social infrastructure), community (for example, shared 
roles and cultural practices) and individual (for example, isolation 
and distress). Understanding these multi-level pathways is essential 
to recognizing social health as a climate vulnerability and a target for 
adaptation (see Fig. 3 for an illustrative conceptual map).

Throughout this Review, ‘climate change’ refers to the increas-
ing frequency and severity of both slow-onset hazards (for example, 
sea-level rise, drought and permafrost thaw) and rapid-onset and/
or extreme events (for example, floods, wildfires and heatwaves), 
which differ in their temporal dynamics and social health pathways21. 
Slow-onset processes progressively undermine livelihoods, habit-
ability and place-based identity and are linked to chronic distress, 
solastalgia and anticipatory grief as communities face prolonged 

insecurity and potential relocation, often eroding social cohesion and 
intergenerational ties22–24. By contrast, rapid-onset events are associ-
ated with acute post-traumatic stress, protracted displacement and 
abrupt disruptions to family, community and lifeline support systems 
that may persist long after the event25,26. These temporal distinctions 
highlight that climate-related social health effects arise through both 
cumulative pressures and sudden shocks, requiring different preven-
tion and adaptation strategies.

Climate change fractures collective identity and belonging
Climate change fractures community life by disrupting shared rou-
tines, traditions and sources of collective identity. These disruptions 
may unfold gradually—through altered seasons and agricultural cal-
endars, eroding land or shifting social roles—or abruptly, following 
extreme weather events. Extreme heat and air pollution (both linked 
with climate change27) can drive people indoors, discourage outdoor 
activity and shift social routines to less accessible times, particularly 
where communal cooling spaces are unavailable15. During heatwaves, 
children may be kept out of school, increasing isolation and distress14, 
and prolonged withdrawal from social spaces undermines relationship 
maintenance and erodes social health over time28.

Outdoor work is also becoming increasingly hazardous, dispro-
portionately threatening the well-being, livelihoods and financial 
security of low-income and insecure workers in sectors including con-
struction and agriculture29. People with existing physical and mental 
health conditions, disabilities or limited mobility are especially vulner-
able as some medications (for example, antipsychotics, tranquilizers 
and diuretics) impair heat tolerance, increasing dehydration risk and 
heat stress and further limiting social participation13. Many of those 
most affected also lack access to social support, financial resources 
or safe indoor environments during extreme heat.

Emotional and psychosocial responses to climate change further 
compound these effects. Climate distress—including anxiety or grief 
about climate change—has been linked to greater social isolation and 
loneliness30, particularly among younger or middle-aged people31. In 
Tuvalu, a Pacific nation facing severe sea-level rise, people experienc-
ing climate distress reported withdrawing from their communities and 
avoiding social spaces altogether32.

Sociocultural contexts strongly shape how climate change affects 
social health by mediating how risks are experienced, interpreted 
and responded to. Cultural norms, religious beliefs, collective tradi-
tions and place-based identities influence community mobilization 
during climate-related crises and shape how loss, displacement and 
environmental change are understood. In many First Nations com-
munities, climate change threatens land-based practices, collective 
knowledge and intergenerational ties. Loss of access to traditional 
lands for hunting or ceremony, including among Inuit communities 
in Canada, has weakened social cohesion and contributed to mental 
ill-health and cultural loss33. Similar themes emerge in Pasifika arts and 
literature, which document profound identity rupture linked to land 
loss34. Among First Nations Australians, environmental degradation 
is closely tied to ‘solastalgia’—cultural grief encompassing a loss of 
country, language, story and community23.

Non-Indigenous communities also experience sociocultural dis-
ruption. In rural Australia, children have expressed grief over changing 
landscapes during drought, withdrawing from outdoor play and social 
activities12. Prolonged drought among farming families has disrupted 
long-held social roles and generational ties to land, and financial strain 
has forced women off-farm for work, dispersed adult children and 
diminished local community participation35. These pressures have con-
tributed to isolation and distress, particularly among men who internal-
ize economic loss as personal failure36, and are associated with elevated 
suicide rates among farmers in Australia, India and elsewhere12,37.

Climate distress may also shape longer-term demographic and 
social patterns. Anxiety about future climate impacts is increasingly 

Social
health

Climate change 
exposure undermines 

social health.

Improving social health
supports pro-environmental 

behaviour and resilience.

– +

✓

Fig. 1 | Bidirectional influences of climate change and social health.  
The bidirectional influences of climate change and social health. This diagram is 
oversimplified for explanatory purposes, without acknowledging contexts  
where social health may discourage behaviours that would typically be 
considered pro-environmental—see Figs. 2–4 for more detailed analysis.
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cited as a reason for delaying or forgoing parenthood38,39, with poten-
tial downstream effects on population ageing, care systems and 
social isolation later in life40. Despite these implications, such social 
ripple effects remain largely absent from climate and health policy.

Displacement and disaster-driven social disconnection
Disasters including floods, wildfires and cyclones displace individu-
als and families, severing long-standing social ties and destabilizing 
communities. Although some connection may persist if displace-
ment is short term, long-term displacement often leads to lost com-
munity roles, social fragmentation and isolation in unfamiliar or 
temporary environments.

Climate-related disasters also damage homes and social infra-
structure including libraries, community centres, lifeline services 
and support networks vital to social health. These disruptions can 
worsen immediate loneliness and social dysfunction for up to two 
years post-event and reduce perceived social support up to six years 
post-event26. Displacement can sever long-standing social ties, erode 
a sense of place and belonging, and disrupt daily routines and roles 
(see the previous section)41. Short-term boosts in cohesion often give 
way to fatigue and reduced participation, particularly when recovery 
is prolonged or inequitable12,42. Remaining residents may feel aban-
doned or strained by resource gaps42,43, and displaced individuals face 
isolation, loneliness, stigma and loss of identity44,45. These effects are 
particularly pronounced when recovery systems fail to recognize or 
address social and cultural dimensions of community rebuilding (see 
‘Social health affects climate resilience’).

Disadvantaged or marginalized groups—including people living in 
poverty, unemployed people, LGBTQ+ (lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgen-
der, queer, plus other sexual orientations and gender identities) com-
munities, social renters, people with long-term health conditions and 
racial or ethnic minorities—are more likely to live in disaster-prone 
areas and poor-quality housing46, increasing their vulnerability to social 
health effects. These communities often face compounded risks: con-
centrated disadvantage, inadequate climate-resilient infrastructure 
and limited social and financial resources to draw on during crises47,48, 
heightening the risk of long-term disruption to social support and con-
nectedness26. Social isolation, limited transport and barriers to shelter 

or cooling facilities further undermine resilience and recovery during 
climate disasters13,49. Consequently, climate change not only deepens 
existing inequities—it widens the gap in who can stay connected, sup-
ported and safe.

Climate change intersects with community trust
Climate change disrupts existing social equilibria, intensifying existing 
social tensions, creating new ones or resolving former divides. Here we 
describe growing tensions related to economic hardship, gender-based 
violence, mistrust in institutions and intergroup and intergenerational 
conflict. These effects can lead to social negativity50 (Table 1) via a break-
down in the trust and cohesion that underpin system, community and 
individual-level social health and resilience.

At the global and national levels, climate change has been linked 
to increased intergroup tensions, political instability and war. The US 
Department of Defense declared climate change a national security 
threat in 2015, citing its role in exacerbating poverty, natural resource 
scarcity, food insecurity and weak governance—conditions that fuel 
social unrest and armed conflict51. Similarly, climate-related disas-
ters can heighten perceptions of social injustice, a feeling of unfair 
or unequal distribution of resources and advantage between une-
qually affected communities, leading to long-term social division and 
perceived inequality12.

At the community level, escalating climate impacts inter-
act with existing vulnerabilities, including economic inequality, 
poverty and gender disparities, to intensify social breakdown. In 
agriculture-dependent regions, extreme weather events have con-
tributed to food insecurity and forced migration, disrupting com-
munity networks52. These pressures have been linked to increased 
interpersonal violence, antisocial behaviour and domestic conflict42,53. 
Cross-national research has also linked higher temperatures to 
increased aggression and interpersonal violence including assault, 
sexual violence and homicide54. This may be mediated by factors includ-
ing population density, age structure and income inequality—and may 
not apply universally55.

Intergenerational conflict is a particular form of social negativ-
ity arising from climate change (for example, younger adults criti-
cize elders’ inaction or ambivalence; older adults belittle ‘idealistic’ 

Climate change disrupts collective
routines, identity and belonging

Displacement and disaster-driven
social disconnection

Climate change intersection with
community trust

Social health’s e�ect on adaptation
and resilience

Reducing social fragmentation may
facilitate climate action and mitigation 

activities

Social health’s e�ect on climate
adaptation, resilience and mitigation

How climate change a�ects social
health

Damaging e�ect on
social health

Social health

Positive social health

Rapid, slow and
general impacts

Climate change

Low social health can
enable or inhibit 

mitigation/adaptation
e�orts

Fig. 2 | Proposed relationships between climate change and social health. Simplified overview of the proposed relationships between climate change and social 
health. The dashed line between part 2 and climate change demonstrates the putative, emerging nature of this research. See Supplementary Table 2 for specific 
evidence on each pathway.
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solutions from youth)56. Such tensions can impair social health by 
fostering ageist attitudes and social division, increasing social isolation 
and loneliness across all ages56,57.

Climate denial and misinformation undermine social health by 
eroding trust, polarizing communities and weakening collective capac-
ity for climate action58–60. Social media can intensify these dynamics 
by reinforcing ideological echo chambers and amplifying intergroup 
tensions61,62, increasingly at scale using generative artificial intelli-
gence63. Organized denial and misinformation campaigns can mag-
nify perceived social and political divisions, foster hostility towards 
climate-concerned communities and contribute to moral injury where 
inaction is experienced as a betrayal of shared values64–67. Together, 
these processes fracture shared understandings of climate risk, reduc-
ing cross-group cooperation and stalling pro-environmental norms and 

policies64,65,68,69. People already experiencing loneliness, marginalization 
or low institutional trust may be particularly susceptible or disengage 
entirely, reinforcing social fragmentation and civic withdrawal70–73.

Although the precise mechanisms linking climate conditions to 
social breakdown (or social negativity) remain under-investigated, 
cumulative evidence suggests that climate change amplifies existing 
social tensions and fractures community cohesion. These outcomes 
threaten not only individual well-being but also community stability, 
adaptive capacity and long-term social health.

Social health affects climate resilience
Although climate change undermines social health, research suggests 
the reverse may also be true: the quality of our social health can shape 
how we respond to the climate crisis. Social disconnection not only 
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Fig. 3 | How climate change affects social health. Detailed overview of arguments for the ‘Climate change affects social health on multiple levels’ section.  
See Supplementary Table 2 for specific evidence on each pathway.
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increases vulnerability to climate harms but also limits collective ability 
to adapt to and recover from climate events. Evidence suggests that 
strong social health is a critical but underused lever for building climate 
resilience and facilitating climate action. This impact is nuanced by 
complicated emerging social behaviour in groups, including bonding 
social capital intensifying vulnerability and ability to adapt among 
like-minded others11. A detailed overview of the arguments of this sec-
tion is presented in Fig. 4.

Social health supports climate adaptation and mitigation
Although climate adaptation research has long recognized the impor-
tance of social ties, most studies focus narrowly on structural forms of 
social capital, including networks, community groups or institutional 
connections. A comprehensive review by Carmen et al.74 found that 
bonding, bridging and linking capital have distinct roles in resilience. 
Bonding ties support immediate response, and bridging and linking ties 
enable resource access, recovery coordination and longer-term learning. 

The authors distinguish between “reactive resilience” (bouncing back  
from shocks) and “responsive resilience” (adaptive capacity over time), 
highlighting the role of inclusive governance in realizing these benefits. 
However, much of the literature treats social ties as binary (present–
absent), overlooking their emotional or psychological quality74.

Perceived support, trust, cohesion, identity and belonging deter-
mine who benefits from adaptation efforts. What matters is not sim-
ply the presence of social ties but whether they provide practical, 
informational or emotional support during and after climate events. 
Collective social identity can foster mutual aid and shared resilience: as 
Drury75 shows, extreme events may generate a shared survivor identity 
that strengthens solidarity, cooperation and support76. By contrast, 
individuals who feel lonely or excluded are more likely to distrust 
others77,78, disengage from mutual aid and see themselves as outside 
the collective response79. Consequently, they are excluded from the 
benefits of social capital—both as recipients and as contributors to 
community resilience79.

Reduced social support and
reduced support networks

Increased vulnerability to climate
change

Social capital and social
connection

Assistance of families and neighbours
immediately after climate events

Long-term support from institutions
and social infrastructure

Adaptation and resilience

Increased social connection 
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less likely to support environmental

policies)

Increased climate action and
mitigation activities

(for example, voting for green policies)

M
itigation

Increased resilience against climate
change
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needs during climate-driven
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trust within faith communities
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Collective hope, trust and
responsibility in the community

Inequitable governance reinforces
existing inequalities in social capital

Social health e�ects Climate change impactsPathways

Fig. 4 | Social health as a lever for climate adaptation, resilience and action. Detailed overview of arguments for the ‘Social health affects climate resilience’ section. 
See Supplementary Table 2 for specific evidence on each pathway.
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Such exclusion disproportionately affects already vulnerable 
groups. People living in poverty are more likely to reside in poorly 
built housing and disaster-prone areas, which limits their resilience to 
extreme weather events and makes them less likely to be part of formal 
or informal support networks that channel resources and support 
during crises80. During the 2021 British Columbia heat dome, people 
diagnosed with schizophrenia—a population with high levels of social 
isolation—accounted for 8% of heat-related deaths81.

Proactive, preventative investments in social health are vital. A ran-
domized controlled trial showed that disaster preparedness improved 
post-disaster mental health, and both were positively associated with 
social cohesion82. During the 2019–2020 Australian bushfires, stronger 
pre-existing community ties predicted lower psychological distress 
and higher resilience up to 18 months later83. Not all ties are protec-
tive—some evidence suggests that shared trauma with others may 
intensify emotional strain84—but strengthening supportive relation-
ships and building community connections before disasters occur is 
consistently beneficial.

Key strategies include strengthening the quality of community 
relationships, building collective identity and ensuring access to 
high-quality linking capital (for example, institutional ties) through 
participatory processes. Third spaces including libraries, parks and 
community centres have a key role. Klinenberg describes such spaces as 
the “social infrastructure” of resilience85, and a recent systematic review 
confirms their protective effect against loneliness when local com-
munity needs are taken into account in design and implementation86. 
Access to these free community spaces not only improves social and 
mental health but can also improve climate adaptation—for instance, 
more access to green space can reduce heat and flood risks87–89, and 
community infrastructure including libraries can act as important cool-
ing centres in heatwaves for vulnerable members of society, though 
evidence is still lacking90.

The risks of neglecting social connection are evident in climate- 
driven relocation. In the Dominican Republic, a whole-community 
resettlement improved safety but worsened well-being when social ties 
and livelihoods were overlooked91. In Japan, individual relocation was 
linked to long-term cognitive decline, and group relocation, though 
better, still increased short-term depressive symptoms92. These cases 
show that relocating people without accounting for social health can 
harm more than help.

Even slow-onset climate exposures reveal the protective value 
of social health. West African Fulbe herders leveraged strong kinship 
networks to adapt to drought44. In Japan, older adults with stronger 
social ties were more likely to adopt heat-adaptative behaviours92. 
In China, air pollution was linked to depression—but this effect was 
moderated among those with strong social networks, who adapted 
routines to indoor social settings93.

Targeted interventions that enhance and leverage social connec-
tion in the face of extreme events can significantly reduce risk. In Italy, 
a citywide outreach programme contacting socially isolated older 
adults during heatwaves reduced excess mortality over five years94. 
Texan climate modelling found that reducing social isolation was more 
feasible and effective than increasing air-conditioning access95. Public 
cooling hubs and warm spaces offer physical relief and facilitate social 
contact and informal peer support, especially for those who are older, 
homeless or otherwise excluded96.

Culturally adaptive social health strategies are also vital. First 
Nations Australians have long used socially embedded coping mecha-
nisms, including resting during peak heat and socializing during 
cooler periods. These practices both support physiological health 
and preserve social bonds. Despite lower access to air conditioning 
and higher rates of chronic disease, First Nations Australians have 
parity in heat-related mortality96. By contrast, individualized, tech-
nological fixes may erode both social cohesion and physiological 
resilience over time.

Social health as a barrier and enabler to climate action
Poor social health, characterized by loneliness, low trust, isolation  
and weak civic ties, can undermine climate action by suppress-
ing engagement, cooperation and collective efficacy97. Individuals 
experiencing loneliness are less likely to vote, support progressive 
environmental policies or participate in community or prosocial 
initiatives16,98–100, all of which are central to climate action. Social iso-
lation may also create a self-reinforcing cycle: neurological changes 
in the socially isolated increases social distrust, reducing willingness 
to engage collectively18.

Low institutional and interpersonal trust similarly weakens public 
support for climate policy, particularly in low- and middle-income 
countries101. Climate change itself can degrade trust and deepen 
social alienation. Moral injury—distress over perceived government 
inaction—has been documented across youth populations globally, 
with many reporting isolation from peers and disillusionment with 
political systems66,102.

Conversely, evidence suggests that stronger social health may 
facilitate climate action. A cross-national study of 30 countries found 
that stronger social capital (for example, community attachment and 
generalized trust) was associated with lower household CO2 emissions, 
even among higher-income households103. Another study across 22 
European countries showed that individuals who socialized more 
frequently and reported greater interpersonal trust were more likely 
to support climate policies and engage in pro-environmental behav-
iours104. These findings align closely with core dimensions of social 
health—belonging, trust and social interaction—and point to plausi-
ble mechanisms, including the reinforcement of pro-environmental 
norms, information-sharing and shared responsibility103,104.

Social network theory provides further explanatory insight, 
showing that cooperative behaviours spread through social networks 
via ‘behavioural cascades’, influencing others up to three degrees 
of separation105. In fragmented communities, these cascades are 
disrupted, slowing the diffusion of pro-environmental norms and 
actions. Importantly, these effects are shaped by broader structural 
conditions, including income inequality and fossil fuel dependence, 
highlighting that social health can amplify but not replace systemic  
climate action.

Religious institutions and faith-based networks represent an 
often-overlooked form of social infrastructure linking social health 
and climate action. Although religion is often framed as conserva-
tive or obstructive in climate debates106,107, faith communities remain 
enduring sources of social connection, moral meaning and collective 
mobilization, shaping environmental behaviours through narratives 
of stewardship and care108. At the population level, higher religious 
affiliation is associated with lower emissions but lower climate pre-
paredness—often reflecting resource constraints—highlighting the 
importance of engaging faith communities as partners in equitable 
climate adaptation108. Treating religion as an enabler rather than an 
obstacle can strengthen inclusive climate action, particularly through 
co-produced narratives between faith leaders, communities and 
scientists that leverage existing trust networks in contexts of low 
institutional trust109.

Participatory and place-based approaches for climate action
Participatory, place-based approaches can strengthen social health 
while supporting climate action. Processes such as citizens’ assem-
blies can foster cohesion, trust, shared goals and long-term civic 
engagement110,111. Interventions including ‘Climate Cafés’ (facilitated 
informal discussions of climate-related feelings, concerns and expe-
riences in a safe, supportive space), peer support groups and social 
prescribing schemes also show promise112. Early evidence suggests 
that these can generate ‘action hope’—the belief that collective climate 
solutions are possible—supporting sustained engagement113. However, 
robust evaluation is needed before widespread scaling114.
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Importantly, the effectiveness of such approaches depends on 
their local legitimacy. Evidence from Sulawesi Indonesia shows that 
tight-knit communities rejected top-down sustainability efforts from 
non-local actors, preferring locally trusted and co-designed solu-
tions115. More broadly, research in disaster risk reduction and climate 
adaptation demonstrates that recognizing local community knowledge 
as a legitimate contributor to safety and well-being improves both 
social and environmental outcomes116,117. When communities are sup-
ported to enact shared values of environmental stewardship and care, 
climate action can strengthen social health alongside environmental 
mitigation and resilience outcomes20,118,119.

Socially embedded philosophies including Africa’s Ubuntu or Fiji’s 
vanua emphasize the interconnectedness of the land and people and 
collective responsibility. Hence, they offer culturally grounded models 
for resilient climate responses120–122.

However, community participatory approaches do not inher-
ently generate equitable outcomes. Nesbitt et al.123 warn that collab-
orative governance can reinforce existing inequalities, privileging 
well-connected actors while excluding marginalized groups. Using 
social network methods to measure relational ties and actor char-
acteristics—including trust, civic participation and shared norms—
can clarify how social capital forms and for whom. This is especially 
important in politically polarized contexts, where collaboration may 
reinforce rather than bridge social divides124. To ensure equity, partici-
patory processes must be intentionally designed to reduce isolation 
and monitor how social capital is mobilized over time.

When and why social connection may hinder climate action
Strengthening social health does not automatically support climate 
action; the type of connection formed matters125. Bonding social capi-
tal—strong ties within insular homogenous groups—can inhibit the 
uptake of climate information and adaptive resources, particularly 
among marginalized groups74,125,126. For example, commercial fishers 
who primarily shared information within homogenous, segregated 
groups were less likely to adopt sustainable practices, contributing to 
incidental shark catch126. By contrast, bridging ties to diverse others 
are positively associated with climate-related knowledge-seeking125. 
Linking social capital (connections to institutions or experts) can 
be influential: individuals with ties to environmental organizations 
are more likely to develop climate adaptation plans such as wildfire 
preparedness74,127. Intergenerational ties are emerging as another 
important pathway: interventions framing climate change as a moral 
responsibility for future generations (legacy thinking) have proved 
effective at promoting climate action in large-scale investigations97.

The mode of social connection also matters. Moderate online 
engagement between climate activists has been associated with 
increased belonging and climate action128,129, whereas excessive and 
problematic social media use is associated with poor mental health 
outcomes130, though causal pathways remain uncertain131,132. Online 
spaces also facilitate misinformation, reinforcing the need for rela-
tional climate communication strategies that leverage locally trusted 
messengers, build media literacy and support community-based dia-
logue and deliberation60,64,133. Such strategies can help to rebuild trust, 
counter divisive narratives and align accurate climate information with 
social connection and collective efficacy134–136.

Consequences for policy and practice
This Review presents a foundational evidence base on how climate 
change intersects with social health and argues for the systematic 
integration of social health into climate adaptation and mitigation 
strategies. Our findings call for a whole-of-society response that 
places social health at the core of climate resilience—embedding it 
within policy, planning and practice; combining preventative and reac-
tive strategies; and grounding responses in the needs and voices of 
affected communities.

Creating enabling conditions
Strengthening social health under climate change depends on envi-
ronmental, political, social and economic conditions that allow people 
to experience institutions as trustworthy, fair and responsive137,138. 
Enabling conditions include access to stable housing, safe and climate 
resilient public spaces and reliable public services, as well as climate 
policies that are implemented through transparent, accountable 
and participatory processes that align with communities’ material 
realities139–142.

A key challenge is rebuilding trust in institutions where commu-
nities perceive that governments, corporations or professionals have 
ignored, downplayed or denied climate risks66,67,102. Evidence on insti-
tutional trust suggests that repair requires explicit acknowledgment of 
past harms, clear commitments to phase out harmful practices and vis-
ible investment in climate responses that also improve everyday social 
and economic security, including social protection, just transition 
measures for workers and universal access to climate resilient social 
infrastructure101,143–145. Trust is further supported when marginalized 
groups, youth and climate-affected communities have real power in 
agenda setting, monitoring and decision-making, including through 
co-governance arrangements and community-led adaptation142,146,147.

In this context, social health is both an outcome of these enabling 
conditions and a resource that can be mobilized for climate action: 
where people see institutions acting consistently with climate science 
and social justice and experience fair procedures, they are more likely 
to feel a sense of shared fate, identify with collective goals and sustain 
cooperative climate behaviours over time145,148–150.

Designing climate responses that build social health
Integrating social health into climate preparedness can support mental 
health, social cohesion and survival outcomes during and post-crisis151. 
Sustainability interventions must be grounded in an understanding 
of local social dynamics. Although strong ties enhance coordination, 
they must be accompanied by inclusive, outward-facing engagement 
to avoid resistance or insularity115.

Community-wide climate responses, including cooling or warm-
ing hubs, or initiatives addressing climate distress (for example, Cli-
mate Cafés), can yield social health co-benefits when designed to 
build and sustain social connection. Social health can also be delib-
erately enhanced through climate change responses, increasing 
overall impact. Table 2 outlines examples of promising policy and 
practice approaches.

Moving beyond individual-level interventions
To date, most evidence has focused on individual-level interventions 
targeting loneliness or social capital (for example, cognitive behav-
ioural therapy for loneliness)152,153; evidence on community-level 
approaches remains limited but promising. Early findings suggest 
that investment in built and social infrastructure—including librar-
ies and high-quality public spaces—can reduce loneliness, particu-
larly when designed inclusively and through community co-design86. 
Urban design frameworks, including the United Nations’ New Urban 
Agenda154, should prioritize social connectivity as a pillar of sustainable 
cities155. Local governments can expand and maintain parks, libraries 
and community centres that double as social spaces and protective 
infrastructure during extreme weather events89. However, built envi-
ronment investments alone are insufficient and must be paired with 
social cohesion policies and programming to ensure that spaces are 
meaningfully used and equitably accessible86.

Embedding social health across systems and scales
As Shiell et al.156 argue, interventions that treat social capital as a static, 
decontextualized factor often yield inconsistent results156. Effective 
strategies must be responsive to local context, power dynamics and 
structural inequities. Rather than seeking universal outcomes, efforts 
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should identify generalizable patterns through diverse, locally led 
efforts that prioritize empowerment, resource redistribution and 
local legitimacy156.

To drive change at scale, social health must be embedded across 
systems: from clinical and emergency responses to policymaking 
and planning. This includes embedding social health in national and 
international climate policy, by integrating social resilience into 
definitions of climate resilience and including social damages and 
benefits in assessments of climate action and inaction. Health econo-
mists and epidemiologists could estimate the social health costs of 
climate inaction, including effects on mortality, comorbidity and 
economic productivity.

At the global level, social health should be embedded in Nationally 
Determined Contributions and National Adaptation Plans under the 
United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, including 
loss and damage mechanisms157. Progress should be monitored using 
clear, equity-focused indicators (for example, loneliness and civic 
trust) disaggregated by gender, age, income and other equity markers. 

These indicators should be co-developed with affected communities to 
ensure they capture lived experience and support global data mapping 
and integration into policy frameworks.

At the local level, governments must address social health inequali-
ties exacerbated by climate change. Guided by equity and human rights 
principles, resources should be prioritized for communities most 
vulnerable to climate-related impacts, including people in poverty, 
children, women and First Nations peoples110. A trained social resilience 
workforce is also essential, with cross-sectoral training for healthcare 
workers, educators and welfare professionals to embed the social 
dimensions of climate change into coordinated, responsive care.

Implications for future research
The intersection of social health and climate change is an emerging 
but underdeveloped, fragmented field. To advance this field, we 
need an expanded, integrated evidence base that moves beyond the 
dominant focus on structural social capital. Future research should 
test proposed links between emotional and relational dimensions of 

Table 2 | Proposed interventions and their possible social and climate co-benefits

Intervention Social health 
benefit

Climate benefit Government 
portfolios

Relevant references

Community cooling hubs Reduces isolation, 
builds local trust

Lowers heat-related 
illness, fosters 
shared resources

Health, climate, 
local government, 
social care

Extreme heat damages social health13–15,27,28,174.
Programmes that enhance social connection in the face of 
extreme events can significantly reduce risk94–96.

Green public space Supports social 
interaction

Carbon sink, heat 
mitigation, reduced 
flood risk

Local government, 
urban planning and 
environment

Social infrastructure, including parks, can help to facilitate 
social ties85,86.

Citizen assemblies Builds civic trust Increases buy-in for 
adaptation policy

Local and national 
government

Climate change can cause social disruption and 
interpersonal violence12,42,51–53,175.
Increasing social capital is important to mitigate  
the impact of climate change and improve climate 
action16,30,74,98–100,105,127,176,177.
Low trust in institutions and between citizens and 
perceived government inaction also weakens public 
support for climate policy66,101,102.
Interventions that foster trust and connection may 
offer dual benefits for social health and climate 
resilience110–114,120,121,156.

Embedding social health into 
disaster, mental health and 
migration planning, including 
creating digital connectivity 
hubs in post-disaster zones and 
improving digital literacy in 
interpreting climate information 
or misinformation

Supports social 
interaction

Increases mutual 
access to resources 
post-disaster

Local government, 
infrastructure, 
communications

Social health is important in climate resilience44,76–79,92,93.
Some disaster-preparedness programmes improved 
mental health and social cohesion, which improved 
post-disaster impacts82,83,94; some did not help84,115,151,156.
Climate response programmes (for example, for increase 
in temperature) found that focusing on social health was 
more effective than other measures95,96.
Digital misinformation strategies can help to rebuild 
interpersonal and institutional trust, counter divisive 
narratives and align accurate climate information with 
social connection and collective efficacy134–136.

Providing housing ‘retrofits’ 
for sustainable climate and 
weather-proof solutions (for 
example, heating, ventilation 
and air-conditioning systems, 
insulation and heat pumps) in 
low-income, public housing

Increases thermal 
comfort enough 
to host friends to 
socialize; reduces 
energy costs, more 
disposable income 
to spend on social 
activities;

Reduces energy 
consumption

Housing, energy, 
social care

Heat has negative mental health effects because it 
reduces access to social areas13,14,28,174.
Poor-quality housing and social inequality negatively 
affect social health and exacerbate climate change 
impacts13,26,46,47,49,74,80,174,178.

Urban agriculture/sustainable 
local food system

Improves local food 
security to support 
social inclusion and 
social justice

Reduces food 
miles and shortens 
supply chains, 
leading to lower 
greenhouse gas 
emissions

Agriculture, 
environment, 
health, local 
government

Local food systems shorten supply chains and contribute 
to social inclusion, opportunities for creative social 
interaction and community resilience179–181.
Community gardens and urban farms improve subjective 
well-being and physical activity182.

Active and public transport 
systems

Increases incidental 
interaction through 
shared travel and 
commutes between 
community 
members.

Reduced use 
of private cars/
transport mean 
lower greenhouse 
gas emissions

Transport, 
infrastructure, local 
government

Active and public transport mitigates climate emissions183,184.
Active and public transport facilitates social health86,185.
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social health—including loneliness, social identity and social cohe-
sion—and climate-related behaviours including adaptation, mitigation 
and collective action.

Progress requires greater global awareness and interdiscipli-
nary collaboration. Co-designed, participatory research that cen-
tres lived experience is essential to generate relevant, actionable 
insights, particularly through inclusive approaches including par-
ticipatory or community-based action research and deliberative 
dialogue that reflect local priorities, complex knowledge systems 
and social structures158. These methods must explicitly account for 
the compounding effects of climate vulnerability, disadvantage and 
marginalization to ensure that research informs equitable and cul-
turally relevant responses and includes people often excluded from 
decision-making. Participatory tools including community mapping 
or photovoice can enhance meaningful engagement, especially in 
low-literacy settings159.

Scaling this work will require sustained international investment. 
Major funders including the Wellcome Trust and European Union 
Horizon should prioritize this agenda. A global participatory initiative, 
similar to the Connecting Climate Minds programme, could advance a 
coordinated ‘Social Health and Climate Change Research Agenda’, by 
bringing together climate-affected communities worldwide14. Equity 
must underpin the agenda, prioritizing climate-vulnerable populations 
and fair distribution of benefits.

Research should also prioritize prevention by identifying scal-
able strategies that strengthen social health and build anticipatory 
resilience. This includes evaluating upstream interventions—including 
investing in social infrastructure or fostering inclusive social norms—
that enhance climate readiness, as well as examining how social con-
nection emerges and can be cultivated to support adaptive capacity. 
Finally, research must inform policy design and implementation so that 
climate responses are not only scientifically robust but also socially 
grounded and just.

Conclusion
Climate change is not only an environmental and economic crisis but 
also a social one. This Review has argued that social health, defined as 
the capacity of individuals and communities to access and maintain 
meaningful human connection, is both highly vulnerable to climate 
change and critical for building resilience in its wake. As extreme 
weather events, displacement and chronic environmental stressors 
intensify, they threaten the conditions that enable people to feel sup-
ported, connected and safe. At the same time, social fragmentation—
manifesting as loneliness, mistrust or civic disengagement—may erode 
our collective ability to adapt, cooperate and act effectively.

Despite growing recognition of social connection as a key deter-
minant of health, it remains largely absent from climate and public 
health policy. This limits our capacity to anticipate the full human 
impacts of climate change and to design holistic interventions that 
support population well-being. Addressing this gap requires mov-
ing beyond siloed, individual-level solutions, towards coordinated, 
cross-sector action that integrates social infrastructure, lived experi-
ence and climate justice.

We call on researchers, policymakers and practitioners to reimag-
ine climate adaptation and mitigation strategies with social health at 
their core. Doing so will not only reduce vulnerability but also foster 
more connected, equitable and climate-ready communities.
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