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Abstract  

Introduction : Climate change, driven primarily by human activities, poses significant global 

health challenges. Adolescents, being at a formative stage of development, are increasingly aware 

of these impacts. This study investigates how adolescents in urban Sri Lanka perceive the health 

effects of climate change and their associated anxieties. Understanding these perceptions is crucial 

for developing effective public health strategies and educational interventions. 

Methods: This qualitative study involved adolescents aged 11 to 16 from two government schools in 

Colombo Education Zone, Sri Lanka. Data was collected through Focus Group Discussions 

(FGDs) from 105 participants, and a thematic analysis was performed to analyse the data. The 

FGDs explored participants' awareness of climate change, its health impacts, their actions towards 

mitigating climate change, and their future plans. 

Results: Adolescents perceived climate change as severe, citing its impacts on health, such as heat-

related illnesses, respiratory issues, and mental health concerns. Many expressed anxieties over the 

issue, feeling overwhelmed by its scale. Despite this, participants proposed interventions including 

tree planting, energy conservation, and raising awareness, while recognizing the need for systemic 

changes. Intended actions ranged from continuing personal environmental practices to advocating 

for broader societal efforts. However, some participants reported uncertainty about effective contri-

butions.  

Conclusion: Adolescents in urban Sri Lanka are acutely aware of the severity of climate change 

and its health impacts, with varying levels of engagement in addressing the issue. Educational initi-

atives should bridge gaps in knowledge and foster actionable steps, empowering adolescents to 

contribute effectively. Strengthening individual agency and integrating collective responsibility 

through community and policy support are critical for impactful climate action. 

Keywords: Climate change, adolescents, perception, Sri Lanka 

Citation : Dayasiri  K., Anand  G., Adolescents’ perceptions of climate change in urban Sri Lanka: Awareness, health impacts, and 

aspirations for action. Ethiop J  Pediatr  Child Health. 2025;20 (1): 19-30  Submission date: 24 September 2025 Accepted: 05 April 

2025   Published: 01 May  2025 

Ethiopian Journal of  Pediatrics and  Child  Health, 2025, 20(1) 

Open access articles distributed in terms of  

Creative Commons Attribution Licence [CC by 4.0] 
Dayasiri  et al.  ISSN 2413-2640        eISSN 2519-0334 

19 

DOI: https://dx.doi.org/10.4314/ejpch.v20i1.3   

OPEN ACCESS 

https://dx.doi.org/10.4314/ejpch.v20i1.1


 Introduction  

Climate change, driven primarily by anthropo-

genic activities, poses significant challenges to 

public health worldwide (1). Recent research 

underscores the importance of understanding 

diverse perspectives on climate change, espe-

cially among vulnerable populations such as 

adolescents (2). Adolescents, being at a forma-

tive stage of cognitive and emotional develop-

ment, are increasingly recognizing the pro-

found impacts of climate change on their 

health and well-being (3). Their perceptions 

and responses can provide valuable insights 

into how younger generations understand and 

address environmental issues (4). 

Adolescents represent a critical demographic 

in addressing climate change due to their 

unique position as both current stakeholders 

and future leaders. At this formative stage of 

cognitive, emotional, and social development, 

adolescents are particularly vulnerable to the 

health and psychosocial impacts of climate 

change (5). They are increasingly exposed to 

climate-related disruptions, such as extreme 

weather events and environmental degrada-

tion, which can have lasting effects on their 

well-being5. Moreover, adolescents are in a 

pivotal period of forming attitudes, values, and 

behaviours that will shape their engagement 

with environmental issues throughout their 

lives. Despite this, there is limited research 

exploring how adolescents perceive the severi-

ty of climate change, their anxieties, and their 

intentions to act. Understanding their perspec-

tives is essential for developing targeted inter-

ventions that not only address their concerns 

but also empower them to take meaningful ac-

tion.  

In urban Sri Lanka, where rapid urbanization 

and environmental changes intersect, exploring 

adolescents' views on climate change is cru-

cial. Sri Lanka, like many other countries, fac-

es a range of climate-related challenges, in-

cluding increased temperatures, altered precip-

itation patterns, and heightened vulnerability to 

natural disasters (6). Understanding how these 

challenges are perceived by the younger popu-

lation can inform more effective public health 

strategies and educational interventions. Previ-

ous studies have highlighted that children's 

awareness of climate change often combines 

scientific understanding with personal and an-

ecdotal experiences, shaping their attitudes and 

actions toward environmental conservation (7). 

This study aimed to delve into adolescents' 

perceptions of the health effects of climate 

change in Colombo, Sri Lanka. By focusing on 

two government schools within the Colombo 

Education Zone, the research sought to capture 

a nuanced understanding of how climate 

change was perceived by young individuals in 

an urban context. Through qualitative meth-

ods, specifically Focus Group Discussions 

(FGDs), the study explored participants' 

awareness of climate change, its potential 

health impacts, their current and future actions 

to address it, and the psychological aspects as-

sociated with their perceptions. This approach 

allowed for a comprehensive analysis of both 

individual   and   collective  attitudes  of  both  
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 individual and collective attitudes toward cli-

mate change, providing insights that are criti-

cal for shaping targeted educational and policy 

interventions. 

Methods 

Study design 

This study utilized a qualitative design to ex-

plore adolescents' perceptions of climate 

change, its health impacts, potential interven-

tions, and their intentions to act. The focus on 

qualitative methods allowed for a deeper un-

derstanding of the participants’ subjective ex-

periences and insights, capturing the nuances 

of their perceptions and anxieties. The study 

was conducted from January 2024 to August 

2024. 

Study setting 

The study was conducted in the Colombo dis-

trict of Sri Lanka, which is home to a predomi-

nantly urban population. The interviews were 

conducted in two government schools within 

the Colombo Education Zone, comprising one 

girls' school and one boys' school.  The select-

ed locations represented predominantly urban 

communities to ensure a diverse range of per-

spectives among participants. The study sites 

were chosen based on accessibility, prevalence 

of climate-related issues, and diversity. 

Participant recruitment 

Participants were adolescents aged 11-16 years 

studying in the chosen study settings. Recruit-

ment was carried out using purposive sampling 

to ensure that participants represented diverse 

demographic and socioeconomic backgrounds. 

The recruitment process was conducted by the 

study investigators, who approached school 

principals and obtained necessary permissions 

prior to engaging participants. Written in-

formed consent was obtained from both the par-

ticipants and their parents or guardians before 

participation. 

Development of study guides 

The study guide for Focus Group Discussions 

(FGDs) was developed based on a comprehen-

sive literature review and expert input. The 

guide was structured to include open-ended 

questions exploring participants’ awareness of 

climate change, its health impacts, potential 

solutions, and their future plans. The draft 

guide was adapted to suit the cultural and con-

textual relevance of the study population by 

consulting with experts in adolescent health and 

climate change. The guide was pilot-tested with 

a small group of adolescents outside the study 

sample to ensure clarity, cultural appropriate-

ness, and comprehensiveness. Feedback from 

the pilot test was incorporated into the final 

version of the guide. 

Validation of study tools 

To ensure validity, the study guide underwent 

review by experts in psychology, adolescent 

health, qualitative research, climate change.  

Content validity was assessed by comparing the 

guide against established frameworks for quali-

tative climate change research. Additionally, 

the guide was translated into native languages, 

and back-translation was performed to ensure 

linguistic accuracy. 
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 Data collection 

Data were collected through FGDs facilitated by 

the principal investigator using a validated 

guide. Each FGD included 10 to 15 participants 

and lasted between 25 to 30 minutes, allowing 

for a focused yet comprehensive exploration of 

the topics. Open-ended questions were used to 

encourage participants to freely introduce and 

discuss relevant topics. Discussions were con-

ducted in participants’’ native language, and 

audio recordings were made with the partici-

pants' consent for subsequent transcription and 

analysis. 

Data analysis 

A combination of deductive and inductive the-

matic analysis was applied during data analysis. 

Thematic saturation ensured that the findings 

were robust and reflective of the participants' 

perspectives, capturing the nuanced views of 

adolescents on the health impacts of climate 

change. Broad themes were initially developed 

based on the study's aims, theoretical frame-

work, and interview guide. As the analysis pro-

gressed, key themes were inductively generated 

and then, clearly defined. Codes were generated 

by coding the interviews with the richest data. 

Codes were organized into categories, sub-

themes, and overarching themes, resulting in an 

analytical matrix.  This matrix was then em-

ployed to chart significant quotes supporting our 

findings and to draw comparisons between par-

ticipants. 

Results 

The analysis of children's perceptions of climate 

change revealed several key themes, highlight-

ing both their awareness and the challenges 

they face in fully understanding the issue. 

Overall, their views reflected a fragmented yet 

insightful grasp of climate change, often char-

acterized by personal experiences and obser-

vations of changing weather patterns and envi-

ronmental impacts. 

Awareness and understanding of climate 

change 

The children's perceptions of climate change, 

as reflected in their transcriptions, revealed a 

broad but somewhat fragmented understand-

ing of the phenomenon. Many recognized cli-

mate change as a significant alteration in 

weather patterns and temperatures over ex-

tended periods, often attributing these changes 

to human activities. For instance, one child 

noted, "Climate change has occurred because 

of worse human activities," while another 

mentioned, "It’s hotter than usual because of 

the intense sunlight." The children described 

the impacts of climate change in terms of hot-

ter temperatures, irregular weather patterns, 

and the deterioration of the environment. One 

child pointed out, "People's lives are in dire 

straits due to water scarcity," while another 

observed, "We had a calming climate earlier, 

and now it makes us feel like we are burning." 

Some associated these changes with global 

issues such as rising sea levels and food inse-

curity, showing an awareness of the broader 

consequences: "The change in climate in-

cludes global warming, rise of sea level, and 

food insecurity that occurs secondary to hu-

man activities." However, the perceptions also  
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 highlighted a mix of scientific understanding 

and personal observations, with some children 

expressing skepticism, such as one child who 

stated, "It is apparently not real." This range of 

responses underscored the varied ways children 

interpreted and internalized information about 

climate change, influenced by their environ-

ment, education, and experiences. The insights 

gathered suggested that while children were 

aware of the concept of climate change, their 

understanding was shaped by a combination of 

accurate scientific knowledge and more subjec-

tive, personal experiences. 

Perceived health impacts 

Adolescents' perceptions of the health impacts 

of climate change revealed a strong awareness 

of both direct and indirect consequences on hu-

man health. Many recognized that rising tem-

peratures and altered weather patterns can lead 

to respiratory issues, with one stating, "Higher 

temperatures and altered weather patterns can 

worsen air pollution, triggering respiratory 

problems like asthma." Others link climate 

change to more severe conditions, such as can-

cer, with another adolescent noting, "Climate 

change may cause an increase in skin cancers." 

Heat-related illnesses are a common concern, 

with responses such as "Climate change can 

make really hot days more common, which can 

make us sick," and "Dehydration, bad effects for 

eyes, regular headaches, and problems on skin" 

indicating the physical toll of extreme weather. 

Mental health was also highlighted, as one ado-

lescent shared, "This climate issue affects hu-

man mental health. I feel the same mentally un-

stable feeling with this high heat." Additional-

ly, some adolescents expressed concerns about 

the emergence of new diseases, with one not-

ing the potential for "pandemic situations like 

cholera, dengue, and others," and another ref-

erencing the possibility of "outbreaks of pre-

historic diseases." These responses suggested 

that adolescents have a nuanced understanding 

of the multifaceted health impacts of climate 

change, recognizing the interplay between en-

vironmental changes and various physical and 

mental health challenges. Their insights re-

flected a growing awareness of the urgent 

need to address climate change to mitigate its 

health consequences. 

Mental health concerns emerged as a signifi-

cant theme, with participants expressing anxi-

ety, stress, and feelings of helplessness about 

the future. One participant shared, "Thinking 

about how the environment is getting worse 

makes me feel worried all the time." 

Actions taken and challenges faced 

The children's actions regarding climate 

change reflected a mix of active engagement 

and uncertainty. Many were involved in prac-

tical, environmentally friendly practices such 

as planting trees and gardening. As one child 

shared, "I have planted greenery in my gar-

den," and another mentioned, "I have planted 

some plants, helped my mother grow vegeta-

bles and fruits in our home garden during the 

COVID-19 pandemic." These activities high-

lighted a hands-on approach to contributing to 

environmental sustainability. Others were con-

scious of their carbon footprint, with one child 
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 stating, "I always use public transport instead of 

my private vehicles to reduce my carbon foot-

print and follow the reduce, reuse, recycle con-

cept." 

However, there was also a notable portion of 

children who express uncertainty or lack of ac-

tion. Responses such as "I haven't taken any di-

rect actions to impact climate change" and "No 

opportunity to make a significant change" sug-

gested that some children felt their capacity to 

influence climate change was limited or were 

unsure how to contribute meaningfully. Addi-

tionally, a few children focused on personal 

well-being rather than environmental action, 

with one stating, "I keep myself hydrated al-

ways and try to motivate my brothers to do the 

same," indicating a focus on adapting to climate 

change rather than mitigating it. 

Overall, while many children were actively in-

volved in small-scale environmental actions, 

there was also a sense of uncertainty and a need 

for greater education and empowerment to help 

them understand how they can contribute more 

effectively to combating climate change. A re-

curring sentiment was the need for collective 

action and support from communities and gov-

ernments to drive meaningful change. 

Aspirations and future intentions 

In reflecting on their future actions to combat 

climate change, children expressed a strong 

commitment to environmental stewardship and 

a desire to influence both individual and collec-

tive behaviour. Many emphasized the im-

portance of planting trees, with responses such 

as "I will grow a garden and eat fresh foods" 

and "Planting as many plants as possible 

around the house where I live," indicating a 

belief that reforestation and personal garden-

ing can significantly impact the environment. 

Others planned to adopt broader eco-friendly 

practices, such as "I will use less electricity. 

Whenever I can, for example, I will make sure 

that the lights are off or dimmed." 

There was also a sense of responsibility to-

wards raising awareness and advocating for 

larger societal changes. For instance, one child 

stated, "I can continue to raise awareness 

about climate change, promote sustainable 

practices, and support the development of en-

vironmentally friendly technologies to combat 

the climate crisis." Another highlighted the 

need for governmental involvement: "Ask the 

government to inform more details about this 

issue and make everyone plant a tree or pro-

tect the environment by themselves as a na-

tion." However, some responses revealed un-

certainty or lack of specific plans, as seen in 

responses such as "I don't know" or "Still did-

n't think about it." This suggests that while 

many children were motivated to take action, 

there was also a need for more education and 

guidance to help them develop concrete strate-

gies for impacting climate change. Overall, 

the data reflected a mix of proactive environ-

mentalism and a call for broader societal en-

gagement, underscoring the importance of 

both individual actions and collective efforts 

in addressing climate change.  

Despite their concerns, adolescents expressed 

a strong commitment to contributing toward 
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 climate action in the future. They outlined inten-

tions to continue personal efforts, such as plant-

ing trees and conserving resources, while advo-

cating for broader societal changes. Some par-

ticipants emphasized the importance of educa-

tion and awareness campaigns to empower oth-

ers to join the fight against climate change. A 

participant remarked, "I want to encourage oth-

ers to take action and work together to protect 

the environment." 

These findings highlighted the adolescents' nu-

anced perceptions of climate change, emphasiz-

ing the interplay between awareness, health im-

pacts, personal actions, and collective aspira-

tions. The results underscored the importance of 

bridging gaps in knowledge and fostering a 

sense of agency among adolescents through tar-

geted education and community support. 

Discussion 

This study revealed several important themes 

regarding adolescents' perceptions of the health 

effects of climate change in urban Sri Lanka. 

The findings align with global research that un-

derscores adolescents’ growing awareness of 

climate change and its health impacts, but also 

reveal varying degrees of understanding and 

engagement (8). A study by Ojala (2013) high-

lighted similar findings where adolescents, 

while aware of climate issues, exhibited differ-

ing levels of emotional responses and actions 

depending on their socioeconomic and educa-

tional background (9). Our study’s results fur-

ther support the idea that adolescents’ percep-

tions are shaped by both personal experiences 

and environmental factors, reinforcing the im-

portance of targeted education to enhance 

their knowledge base (10). 

The health impacts of climate change, particu-

larly respiratory illnesses, heat-related condi-

tions, and mental health, emerged as major 

concerns among the adolescents (11,12,13). 

This is consistent with report by the World 

Health Organization (WHO, 2020), which 

emphasizes the vulnerability of young popula-

tions to climate-related health risks (14). The 

adolescents in our study expressed fears about 

increased heatwaves and air pollution, con-

cerns echoed in global reports linking rising 

temperatures and pollution levels to adverse 

health outcomes. These findings suggest that 

adolescents are not only aware of the physical 

consequences of climate change but are also 

able to relate these impacts to their daily ex-

periences, such as difficulty breathing during 

high temperatures. 

In this study, mental health emerged as a sig-

nificant concern, with adolescents expressing 

feelings of stress and anxiety related to cli-

mate change. This aligns with findings from 

the recent reviews, which highlight the grow-

ing prevalence of climate anxiety among 

youth due to heightened awareness of envi-

ronmental issues (15). The psychosocial im-

pact of climate change is frequently neglected 

in policy discussions, yet our study under-

scores the need for more robust mental health 

interventions for adolescents grappling with 

the effects of environmental degradation and 

uncertainty about the future (16). 

25 

Dayasiri  et al.  ISSN 2413-2640        eISSN 2519-0334 Ethiopian Journal of  Pediatrics and  Child  Health, 2025, 20(1) 



 A key point of discussion is the role of educa-

tion in shaping adolescents’ climate perceptions. 

Studies show that school-based climate educa-

tion can significantly enhance students’ under-

standing of climate change and their ability to 

engage in mitigation efforts (17). However, our 

study also revealed gaps in knowledge, with 

some adolescents expressing uncertainty about 

the science behind climate change or their ca-

pacity to make a difference. This highlights the 

need for more robust climate education curricu-

la that not only teach the science but also em-

power adolescents with practical tools for ac-

tion. 

Furthermore, the tension between individual 

responsibility and the need for collective action 

was a recurring theme. Many adolescents felt 

that planting trees or reducing energy consump-

tion were meaningful actions, but also recog-

nized the limitations of these efforts without 

broader systemic change. This is in line with 

studies which shows that while individual be-

haviours are important, policy-level interven-

tions are crucial to achieving significant envi-

ronmental impacts (18). The adolescents’ call 

for government intervention mirrors findings 

from international studies, suggesting a growing 

awareness that effective climate action requires 

both individual and societal efforts (19). 

The role of community and government in sup-

porting adolescents' environmental engagement 

was another important theme. Our findings sug-

gest that while adolescents are eager to contrib-

ute, they often feel constrained by a lack of re-

sources or platforms to amplify their voices. 

This points to the need for stronger institution-

al support, such as community programs or 

youth councils, that empower young people to 

participate in decision-making processes relat-

ed to climate policy (20). 

Our findings emphasize the importance of cre-

ating a sense of agency among adolescents. 

Research suggests that adolescents are more 

likely to take climate action when they feel 

their efforts can make a real difference (21). 

Our study supports this notion, as those ado-

lescents who expressed more concrete plans 

for future climate actions were also those who 

felt more empowered by their personal ac-

tions. This indicates that fostering a sense of 

agency, alongside providing educational and 

institutional support, is critical to mobilizing 

adolescents for effective climate action (22). 

Based on observations made in the study, it is 

recommended that a comprehensive, multi-

faceted program be implemented to address 

adolescents' concerns about climate change 

and foster their active participation in mitiga-

tion and adaptation efforts. Such programs 

should involve collaboration between the gov-

ernment, educational institutions, and commu-

nity organizations. Key components include 

integrating a climate education curriculum in 

schools, with hands-on activities to foster crit-

ical thinking and problem-solving skills. Ad-

ditionally, establishing youth-led environmen-

tal clubs will provide platforms for advocacy 

and allow adolescents to engage with policy-

makers directly. To address mental health con-

cerns such as eco-anxiety, the program should  
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 offer tailored mental health resources, including 

peer support groups and mindfulness work-

shops. Community engagement should be pro-

moted through initiatives such as reforestation 

projects and the adoption of sustainable house-

hold practices. Government support is crucial 

and can be achieved through policies such as 

renewable energy subsidies and incentives for 

eco-friendly behaviours. A robust monitoring 

and evaluation framework should be developed 

to assess program effectiveness in improving 

adolescents' knowledge, fostering behavioural 

changes, and generating measurable environ-

mental impacts, ensuring long-term success and 

empowering youth to drive sustainable environ-

mental action. 

This study has a few limitations that should be 

considered when interpreting the findings. First, 

the study was conducted among adolescents in 

urban Sri Lanka. Adolescents in rural or more 

economically disadvantaged areas may have 

different perceptions of climate change and its 

health impacts due to varying levels of educa-

tion, exposure, and environmental conditions. 

Second, the study relied on focus group discus-

sions (FGDs) as the primary method of data col-

lection, which may have introduced group dy-

namics that could potentially influence individ-

ual responses.  

Conclusion 

This study provides valuable insights into ado-

lescents' perceptions of climate change and its 

health impacts in urban Sri Lanka. The findings 

highlight that while adolescents have a basic 

awareness of climate change and its potential 

health consequences, their understanding is 

often fragmented, shaped by both personal 

observations and limited scientific knowledge. 

Many adolescents recognized the direct and 

indirect health risks associated with climate 

change, including heat-related illnesses, res-

piratory issues, mental health concerns, and 

the spread of infectious diseases. However, 

there was also a clear gap between awareness 

and action, with some participants expressing 

uncertainty about how to contribute meaning-

fully to climate change mitigation efforts. The 

study underscores the importance of enhanc-

ing climate change education in schools to 

bridge this gap, empowering adolescents with 

the knowledge and skills necessary to take 

more effective action. Moreover, it highlights 

the need for broader societal engagement, in-

cluding government and community efforts, to 

support these initiatives and foster collective 

responsibility in addressing the complex chal-

lenges posed by climate change. 
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