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Introduction

Climate change is an urgent global issue, with profound 
implications for the environment, society, and public 
health [1]. Adolescents, the emerging generation, are 
particularly vulnerable to its psychological and emotional 
impacts [2]. Increasingly, studies have shown that young 
people not only recognise the severity of climate change 
but also express heightened levels of anxiety, frustration, 
and concern regarding its future consequences [3]. In 
many parts of the world, including Sri Lanka, the younger 
population is becoming more vocal about their perceptions 
of climate change and the actions, or lack thereof, being 
taken to mitigate its effects.
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With the growing frequency of climate-related events 
such as flooding, landslides, and droughts in Sri Lanka, it 
is crucial to evaluate children's understanding of climate 
change and the related health risks they may face [4]. 
Children are particularly vulnerable to the impacts of 
climate change, facing risks such as displacement due to 
severe flooding and landslides. The affected children lose 
their homes, schools, and essential items such as books, 
disrupting their education and stability. In the worst cases, 
children may even lose family members to climate-related 
disasters, leaving them not only physically uprooted but 
also emotionally and socially affected
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The importance of how adolescents perceive and react to 
climate change cannot be overstated, as these perceptions 
may shape their future attitudes, behaviours, and 
involvement in climate-related initiatives [5]. Furthermore, 
gender has been identified as a key variable influencing 
how climate change is perceived, with previous research 
suggesting that females tend to express higher levels of 
concern and anxiety than males [6], [7], [8], [9]. However, 
data are scarce from low- and middle-income countries, 
such as Sri Lanka, on how adolescents experience climate 
change-related anxiety and how gender may shape these 
experiences.

This study explores the perceptions, anxiety, and 
emotional responses of adolescents in the Colombo 
Education Zone of Sri Lanka regarding climate change. By 
investigating gender-based variations in climate change 
anxiety and examining other influencing factors, such as 
family discussions and awareness of information sources, 
this study provides insight into how climate change affects 
adolescent mental and emotional well-being in Sri Lanka. 

Methods

Study design and population

A cross-sectional survey was conducted among 395 
adolescents within the Colombo Education Zone of Sri 
Lanka to investigate perceptions and anxiety regarding 
climate change. The study was conducted among children 
aged 13–17 years in two government schools within the 
Colombo Education Zone, one catering to girls and the 
other to boys. 

Sample size and sampling strategy

The sample size of 395 was determined based on 
previously published studies of climate change-related 
anxiety among adolescents (CI – 95%, margin of error – 
5%) [10]. A purposive sampling strategy was adopted to 
ensure representation from male and female adolescents, 
as gender was a key variable under investigation. Two 
government secondary schools within the Colombo 
Education Zone were selected, one all-boys school and 
one all-girls school, based on accessibility, administrative 
support, and student population size. All students within 
the eligible age group (13–17 years) in the selected schools 
were invited to participate, and recruitment continued until 
the target sample size was reached.

Gender classification

Participants were asked to self-identify their gender. All 
participants, including those who did not disclose gender, 
were included in the main analysis; however, gender-
stratified analyses were conducted based on self-reported 
male and female categories only. Those with undisclosed 
gender were not included in comparative statistical 
analyses involving gender, to maintain analytic clarity and 
validity.

Data collection

The s tudy used a  s t ructured,  se l f -adminis tered 
questionnaire to collect data on participants' demographics, 
climate change awareness, emotional responses, and 
opinions on climate change action. The questionnaire also 
explored the impact of gender on perception and self-
reported anxiety. The questions assessed participants’ 
self-reported anxiety and anger about climate change, 
awareness of information sources, perceptions of national 
action, and the impact of climate change on human and 
non-human life. The questionnaire also comprised open-
ended questions which explored climate change-related 
topics, including calls for action and perceived barriers to 
addressing climate change.

Data analysis

Data were analysed using SPSS software 26.0. Descriptive 
statistics were computed to summarise demographic 
characteristics, with gender distributions calculated as 
percentages. Chi-square (χ²) tests were performed to 
examine associations between gender and perceptions of 
climate change, including self-reported anxiety, anger, and 
subjective understanding of climate change. A p-value of 
<0.05 was considered statistically significant.

Ethical considerations

Before data collection, permission was obtained from 
the principals of both schools. The research followed the 
ethical standards outlined in the Declaration of Helsinki, 
with ethical clearance obtained from the Ethics Review 
Committee of the Postgraduate Institute of Medicine, 
University of Colombo (ERC/PGIM/2024/028). Informed 
consent was acquired from the adolescent participants and 
their parents, ensuring that participation was voluntary and 
based on a clear understanding of the study’s objectives.

Results 

Among 395 adolescents, the mean age was 15.2 years 
(range 13 – 17 years). Gender distribution was skewed 
towards females, with 60.8% identifying as female, 
compared to 37.0% male and 2.2% preferring not to 
disclose their gender. Approximately 23.8% acknowledged 
that climate change is worsening and requires immediate 
attention. Six per cent strongly believed that global 
summits and discussions need to translate into actionable 
steps rather than just being platforms for debate. However, 
13.9% indicated that climate change is not a major 
concern or expressed scepticism about its urgency. 

A significant association was noted between female 
gender and self-reported understanding about the impact 
of global climate change (χ² = 15.84, p < 0.001). The 
analysis indicated a significant association between 
gender and self-reported anxiety (χ² = 21.84, p < 0.001). 
Over 86% (n=340) of participants were worried about 
the future impact of climate change on health. Female 
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adolescents were significantly more worried than their 
male counterparts (χ² = 16.49, p = 0.001).  Conversely, the 
variable "Feeling angry when thinking about the future 
impact of climate change" (χ² = 2.33, p = 0.126) did not 
demonstrate significant gender differences. Similarly, 

The majority,305, reported that they were aware of 
information sources to learn about climate change.  
However, their understanding of climate change did not 
correlate with awareness about information sources (χ² = 
0.554, p = 0.457).  Approximately half of the participants 
shared a variety of opinions on climate change. Common 
themes included a strong call for collective action and 
increased awareness. Fifty-two per cent of the participants 
stressed that significant lifestyle changes and global 
cooperation are essential for effectively addressing climate 
change. 
The data in Table 2 highlights potential associations 
with climate change-related anxiety. Variables such as 
"Increased awareness of adversities of climate change," 

Variable χ² p

1 Feeling anxious about the future impact of climate change 16.49   0.001

2 Feeling anxious when thinking about climate change 21.84 <0.001

3
Feeling angry when thinking about future impact of climate 

change
  2.33   0.126

4
Felt that they were not taught enough about climate change at 

school
28.98 <0.001

5
Felt that adults take this less seriously when compared to  

children of their generation
  3.23   0.072

6
Felt that not enough has been done to positively impact       

climate change by the country
39.22 <0.001

the perception that "adults take climate change less 
seriously than children" (χ² = 3.23, p = 0.072) did not 
reveal an impact by gender. The gender-based variations 
in perception and self-reported anxiety regarding climate 
change is shown in Table 1.

"Female gender," "Parents talking about adversities of 
climate change," and "Feeling angry when thinking about 
climate change" exhibited highly significant associations 
(p < 0.001). The variable "Knowing someone whose 
life was directly affected by an adverse effect of climate 
change" also showed a significant but weaker association 
(p = 0.03230). On the other hand, "Perception that you are 
not taught enough about climate change at school" and 
"Awareness about information sources for learning about 
climate change" fell just outside conventional significance 
thresholds (p = 0.0591 and p = 0.0586, respectively). 

Variable χ² p

1 Increased awareness of adversities of climate change 19.08 0.00013

2 Female gender 21.84 <0.0001

3
Knowing someone whose life was directly affected by an adverse 
effect of climate change  4.58 0.03230

4 Parents talking about adversities of climate change 28.98 <0.0001

5 Feeling angry when thinking about climate change 16.13 <0.001

6
Perception that you are not taught enough about climate change at 
school

  3.56 0.0591

7
Awareness about information sources for learning about climate 
change

  2.88 0.0586

Table 1 - Gender-based variations in perception and anxiety regarding climate change

Table 2 - Potential associations of climate change-related anxiety in adolescents
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Discussion

The results of this study reveal significant gender 
differences in adolescents’ perceptions of climate change, 
with female participants exhibiting notably higher levels 
of anxiety compared to their male counterparts. 

The finding that female adolescents are more likely to feel 
anxious about climate change has important implications 
for mental health interventions, indicating the need for 
gender-sensitive approaches in addressing climate change-
related psychological distress among young people.

Interestingly, while female adolescents reported higher 
anxiety levels, the data did not show significant gender 
differences regarding feelings of anger towards climate 
change. This may suggest that anxiety and anger are 
experienced differently across genders, with anxiety 
being a more internalised emotional response, particularly 
among females, whereas anger is less influenced by 
gender. The lack of a significant association between 
anger and gender underscores the complexity of emotional 
responses to climate change and the need for further 
exploration into how different emotions contribute to 
adolescents' engagement with climate issues.

These findings are consistent with international studies 
highlighting gender-based disparities in climate anxiety 
among adolescents. For example, research from Sweden 
and Australia has similarly reported that adolescent girls 
are more likely than boys to express heightened emotional 
responses, including anxiety and worry, about climate 
change threats [10], [11]. A large cross-national survey 
found that over 75% of youth across 10 countries reported 
climate-related fear and sadness, with female participants 
consistently reporting more distress [12]. These parallels 
suggest that gendered emotional responses to climate 
change may be a global phenomenon, likely influenced 
by social, cultural, and developmental factors. The Sri 
Lankan data contribute to this growing body of evidence, 
underscoring the universality of female vulnerability to 
climate-related psychological impacts, even in low- and 
middle-income contexts.

Moreover, the perception that adults take climate change 
less seriously than adolescents bordered on statistical 
significance, with female participants showing a slightly 
stronger belief in this view. This suggests that there may 
be a generational gap in how climate change is perceived, 
leading to frustration and helplessness among young 
people. 

In this study, several adolescents expressed that economic 
concerns often overshadow environmental issues, 
particularly climate change. Adolescents, especially 
those in lower-middle-income settings, may perceive that 
addressing climate change is secondary to more pressing 
financial hardships, such as unemployment, poverty, or the 
rising cost of living. This sentiment highlights a broader 
challenge in global climate action, where developing 
nations are often compelled to focus on economic 

development at the expense of environmental protection. In 
Sri Lanka, adolescents' awareness of economic constraints 
may shape their perceptions of the government’s capacity 
or willingness to address climate change effectively. As 
31.6% of respondents felt that insufficient action is being 
taken, it's clear that the intersection of economic concerns 
and environmental neglect is a critical barrier to robust 
climate initiatives. Consequently, adolescents may feel 
that meaningful climate action may remain unfeasible 
without addressing economic challenges first. Addressing 
these perceptions requires integrating climate action into 
broader developmental policies that balance economic and 
environmental priorities.

Another critical observation from this study is the 
significant association between family discussions 
about climate change and increased anxiety levels 
among adolescents. This suggests that conversations 
about climate change within the family may amplify 
concerns, possibly due to sharing personal experiences or 
heightened awareness of the issue’s severity. However, 
these discussions could also be a double-edged sword, 
as they may provide adolescents with information 
while contributing to emotional distress. Interventions 
that encourage balanced, informative, and supportive 
conversations within families could be crucial in helping 
young people cope with the emotional impact of climate 
change.

A notable portion of participants believed that insufficient 
action has been taken to address climate change at the 
national and global levels. This sentiment was stronger 
among female respondents, who were more likely to 
express dissatisfaction with current efforts to mitigate 
climate change. The data suggests that adolescents, 
especially females, are highly critical of the political 
and social responses to climate change and call for more 
concrete and impactful measures. This sense of frustration 
may contribute to the heightened anxiety observed among 
female participants, as the perceived lack of action can 
create feelings of helplessness and exacerbate emotional 
distress.

Lastly, the association between awareness of climate 
change information sources and understanding of the issue 
was not statistically significant. This finding is important 
because it highlights a potential gap between information 
availability and comprehension.  While many participants 
knew where to find information about climate change, this 
did not necessarily translate into a deeper understanding 
of the issue. This underscores the importance of enhancing 
climate change education, particularly in schools, to 
ensure adolescents are well informed and equipped with 
the knowledge needed to engage meaningfully with 
climate-related challenges.

Conclusion

Gender was identified as a significant determinant 
of climate change-related anxiety among Sri Lankan 
adolescents, with female participants exhibiting a 
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greater emotional burden. These findings underscore the 
importance of implementing gender-responsive mental 
health interventions, strengthening school-based climate 
education, and fostering intergenerational communication 
to support adolescents in coping with the psychological 
impacts of the climate crisis.

*Corresponding author 
kavindadayasiri@gmail.com

References

1.	 Butler CD. Climate Change, Health and Existential 
Risks to Civilization: A Comprehensive Review 
(1989⁻2013). Int J Environ Res Public Health. 2018 
Oct 16;15(10):2266. doi: 10.3390/ijerph15102266.

2.	 Lukoševičiūtė-Barauskienė J, Žemaitaitytė M, 
Šūmakarienė V, Šmigelskas K. Adolescent Perception 
of Mental Health: It's Not Only about Oneself, 
It's about Others Too. Children (Basel). 2023 Jun 
25;10(7):1109. doi: 10.3390/children10071109.

3.	 Léger-Goodes T, Malboeuf-Hurtubise C, Mastine T, 
Généreux M, Paradis PO, Camden C. Eco-anxiety 
in children: A scoping review of the mental health 
impacts of the awareness of climate change. Front 
Psychol. 2022 Jul 25;13:872544. doi: 10.3389/
fpsyg.2022.872544.

4.	 Mbah MF, Shingruf A, Molthan-Hill P. Policies and 
practices of climate change education in South Asia: 
towards a support framework for an impactful climate 
change adaptation. Clim Action. 2022;1(1):28. doi: 
10.1007/s44168-022-00028-z. Epub 2022 Dec 19. 
PMCID: PMC9761622.

5.	 Thomas  I ,  Mar t i n  A ,  Wicke r  A ,  Beno i t  L . 
Understanding youths' concerns about climate change: 
a binational qualitative study of ecological burden 
and resilience. Child Adolesc Psychiatry Ment Health. 
2022 Dec 31;16(1):110. doi: 10.1186/s13034-022-
00551-1.

6.	 Maran D.A., Begotti T. Media Exposure to Climate 
Change, Anxiety, and Efficacy Beliefs in a Sample of 
Italian University Students. Int. J. Environ. Res. Public 
Health. 2021;18:9358. doi: 10.3390/ijerph18179358.

7.	 Clayton S. ,  Karazsia  B.T.  Development and 
validation of a measure of climate change anxiety. 
J. Environ. Psychol. 2020;69:101434. doi: 10.1016/
j.jenvp.2020.101434.

8.	 Soutar C, Wand APF. Understanding the Spectrum of 
Anxiety Responses to Climate Change: A Systematic 
Review of the Qualitative Literature. Int J Environ 
Res Public Health. 2022 Jan 16;19(2):990. doi: 
10.3390/ijerph19020990. PMID: 35055813; PMCID: 
PMC8776219.

9.	 Niedzwiedz C, Katikireddi SV. Determinants of eco-
anxiety: cross-national study of 52,219 participants 
from 25 European countries. Eur J Public Health. 
2023 Oct 24;33(Suppl 2):ckad160.069. doi: 10.1093/
eurpub/ckad160.069. PMCID: PMC10595173.

10.	 Ojala, M. (2012). Regulating worry, promoting hope: 
How do children, adolescents, and young adults 
cope with climate change? International Journal of 
Environmental & Science Education, 7(4), 537–561.

11.	 Strife, S. J. (2012). Children’s environmental 
concerns: Expressing ecophobia. The Journal of 
Environmental Education, 43(1), 37–54. https://doi.or
g/10.1080/00958964.2011.602131

12.	 Hickman C, Marks E, Pihkala P, et al. Climate anxiety 
in children and young people and their beliefs about 
government responses to climate change: a global 
survey. Lancet Planet Health. 2021;5(12):e863-e873. 
doi:10.1016/S2542-5196(21)00278-3


