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A B S T R A C T

Climate change poses a major threat to human well-being and will be the root cause of a variety of stressors in
coming decades. Psychologists have an important role to play in developing interventions and communication
strategies to help people understand and cope with climate change impacts. Through a review of the literature,
we identify three guiding insights for strategies to promote adaptive coping and resilience to climate change
stress. First, it is unlikely that one single “correct” or “best” way of communicating about adaptive coping with
climate change exists, but there are established best practices communicators can follow. Second, in im-
plementing these best practices, practitioners must attend to the impact of variability in the nature of different
kinds of stress caused by climate change, as well as individual differences in how people chronically respond to
stressors. Third, because individuals, communities, and ecosystems are interconnected, work on adaptive coping
to climate change must address individual coping in the context of community and ecosystem resilience. These
insights from psychological science can be leveraged to promote human flourishing despite increasing stressors
posed by climate change.

1. Introduction

Climate change is a threat not only to ecosystems and animal life,
but also to human well-being and society (IPCC, 2019; Watts et al.,
2019). For example, sea-level rise is expected to contribute to the dis-
placement of entire communities and the loss of livelihoods (Hauer,
2017; Neumann, Vafeidis, Zimmermann, & Nicholls, 2015) and also
threatens places of cultural importance (e.g., recent flooding of St.
Mark’s Basilica in Venice; Berry, 2019). The impacts of climate change
will affect people in a variety of direct and indirect ways. Effective
communication about climate impacts and interventions to promote
optimal adaptation are needed to help people cope—physically, psy-
chologically, emotionally and otherwise—with the stresses associated
with climate change.

Psychologists have a crucial role to play in promoting such adap-
tation through communication and interventions, and are already
studying many aspects of human responses to climate change (e.g.,
Gifford, 2011; van der Werff et al., 2013; Doherty & Clayton, 2011;
Hornsey, Harris, Bain, & Fielding, 2016; Hornsey & Fielding, 2020;
Swim et al., 2011; Stern, 2011). Psychologists have also extensively

studied how individuals respond to and cope with environmental stress
and threat (e.g., Bonanno, Brewin, Kaniasty, & Greca, 2010; Folkman &
Lazarus, 1984; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; McCrae, 1984). Further,
psychologists and clinicians have begun to study climate change-spe-
cific stress and anxiety, sometimes referred to as ‘eco-anxiety’ (e.g.,
Hasbach, 2015; Clayton, 2020; Clayton & Karazsia, 2020).

Thus, psychologists are uniquely positioned to improve individual
resilience (i.e., the ability to cope and adapt) to climate change stress,
through research and implementation of interventions and commu-
nication strategies. Here we integrate existing literature across multiple
fields to provide three key insights for researchers and practitioners to
consider regarding communication about climate change-induced stress
and interventions to promote adaptive coping with climate change.

For the purposes of this paper, adaptive coping refers to the beha-
viors and cognitions that people use to successfully manage stress and
maintain well-being despite stress. Some aspects of adaptive coping
happen in response to a stressful experience (e.g., cognitively reframing
the experience) whereas, others can be developed prior to stress ex-
posure to reduce the impact of the stressor (e.g., resilience building, risk
mitigation). Thus, adaptive coping with climate change stress involves
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responses that help people to manage emotional responses, that are
aimed at mitigating future risks, and that help people adapt and remain
resilient in spite of changing conditions. In the context of climate
change, we believe that adaptive coping is a crucial part of personal
resilience.

Our aim here is to provide an overview of information that could be
useful in promoting adaptive coping among people who are exposed to
climate change-related risks. Some of these insights may be more ap-
plicable for clinicians, whereas others may be more applicable for
communicators or policy advocates. Ultimately, all of these groups may
be able to make use of these insights to help serve their goals and in-
terests around understanding and promoting adaptive coping to climate
change. Crucially, we have written this paper in a way as to make it
accessible to a wide diversity of audiences and stakeholders, including
readers who are both familiar and unfamiliar with the various strands
of literature (e.g., climate change communication; coping and stress)
we seek to bring together. In so doing, we have identified three key
insights for those interested in the intersection of climate change and
adaptive coping (see Fig. 1).

First, we suggest that although there is no one “correct” or “best”
way to communicate about coping with climate change, there are
general principles from communications research that can be applied to
promote more effective communication. Second, we argue that inter-
ventions designed to increase people’s capacity to cope with the stress
of climate change must be tailored to target audiences, both because
climate change causes a variety of stressors and also because in-
dividuals have chronic ways of appraising and coping with stress that
may influence how they will cope with climate change-related stressors.
Third, we note that individual-level resilience to climate change is only
one aspect of resilience; practitioners and researchers must also

consider community and ecosystem resilience and develop strategies
that take these contextual factors into account.

2. Insight 1: there is no one “correct” or “best” way of
communicating about adaptive coping with climate change, but
there are best practices communicators can follow

The goal of improving resilience to stress is not unique to climate
change communication but has been studied in domains of risk com-
munication quite broadly, particularly related to natural hazards and
public health domains. When communicating specifically about coping
with projected impacts of climate change, practitioners should make
use of existing, tested strategies to influence coping.

2.1. Providing information about risks by itself rarely promotes change

In the risk communication and public health literatures, researchers
and practitioners find that providing information about risks is gen-
erally insufficient by itself to promote meaningful behavior change or
protective action (Hardeman et al., 2002; Sellnow, Ulmer, Seeger, &
Littlefield, 2008). Providing more information is not always better: too
much information, and information that is highly complex, will not be
recalled easily nor understood well by audiences (Jackson, 1992;
Malhotra, 1982; Scammon, 1977). As with interventions to increase
protective health and safety behaviors, information provision about the
impacts of climate change is not, by itself, generally effective at pro-
moting behavioral change (Campbell-Arvai, Arvai, & Kalof, 2012;
Deryugina & Shurchkov, 2016; Moser, 2016). In both disaster com-
munication and climate change communication, use of appropriate and
understandable visuals to communicate information, for instance flood

Fig. 1. Key Messages.
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maps showing at-risk areas, can promote action and increase concern
(e.g., Millet et al., 2020; Houston et al., 2019; see also Chapman,
Corner, Webster, & Markowitz, 2016). Although making people aware
of climate change and its possible impacts is important, if we want
people to be prepared to cope with the impacts of climate change, and
related stress, simply informing them of this is unlikely to encourage
adaptive coping.

Several questions remain regarding the optimal role of information
provision in promoting adaptive coping for climate change threats.
First, increasing public knowledge of how psychologists think about
stress and stress responses may help people to be better able to re-
cognize their own reactions to stress and to apply more adaptive stra-
tegies in the context of climate change stress, but further research is
needed (e.g., Morrissey & Reser, 2003). Another area of potential re-
search comes from suggestions that linking extreme weather such as
flooding could motivate more climate change mitigation and adapta-
tion (e.g., Dai, Kesternich, Löschel, & Ziegler, 2015; Ogunbode et al.,
2019). Indeed, exposure to extreme weather has been linked to in-
creased belief in climate change (Dai et al., 2015; Demski, Capstick, &
Pidgeon, 2017; Albright & Crow, 2019). However, we should be cau-
tious in contexts where messaging that includes a link to climate change
could result in rejection not only of the claim that the risk relates to
climate change, but also any other information about adaptation or
coping. For example, other research framing disasters as related to
climate change reduced willingness to help victims among climate
change skeptics (Chapman & Lickel, 2016). Further research is needed
to evaluate under what conditions messages that link the increase in
incidence of existing hazards to climate change are helpful or harmful
to the promotion of climate change resilience.

2.2. Use emotional appeals judiciously

In risk communication, fear appeals are sometimes used to promote
health-protective and other risk-reducing behaviors (Rogers, 1975;
Rogers & Prentice-Dunn, 1997; Witte, 1992; Tannenbaum et al., 2015).
In climate change communication, attempts to evoke negative emotions
have also been used (Bloodhart, Swim, & Dicicco, 2019), and anxiety
about climate change, in a moderate amount, is thought to motivate
adaptation behavior (Reser, Morrissey, & Ellul, 2011). However, such
messages must do more than provoke negative emotions; theories of
fear appeals identify threat-induction as potentially motivating if
people also receive information on threat severity and their personal
susceptibility to the threat, as well as information that promotes effi-
cacy (Rogers, 1975; Witte, 1992). If we want people to take steps to
proactively prepare for and be ready to cope with impacts of climate
change, we should talk about the associated threats, but should also
provide clear information on how they might prepare to minimize the
impact of the stressor (see Floyd, Prentice‐Dunn, & Rogers, 2000;
Tannenbaum et al., 2015; and Peters, Ruiter, & Kok, 2013). This is no
easy task.

Further, there are some caveats that should be acknowledged when
dealing with emotional appeals of any type. Communicators should
account for the trade-off between the potential anxiety and distress
these communications could create and the actual urgency of the threat.
Effective climate communication should convey information about
threats without creating unnecessary and potentially maladaptive dis-
tress. Fortunately, some research on learning about threats via media
find that this type of risk exposure is often only weakly related to an-
xiety (Hopwood & Schutte, 2017; Lee & Lee, 2019; Neria & Sullivan,
2011; Pfefferbaum et al., 2014). Finally, although negative emotions
may motivate action, if a stressor is portrayed as uncontrollable and
excessive, people may be more likely to cope maladaptively for example
by denying the risk, or by giving up attempts to do anything about it
(Folkman, Lazarus, Dunkel-Schetter, DeLongis, & Gruen, 1986). Fur-
ther, communicators need to be cautious about overstating risks to
avoid harming credibility (Bults et al., 2011). Communication attempts

aimed at eliciting specific emotions about climate change to promote
public action, including coping, will not necessarily have a predictable
or desired effect, and requires further study (see Chapman, Trott, Silka,
Lickel, & Clayton, 2018).

2.3. Be aware of source and messaging factors

The source of a message influences the message’s effectiveness (e.g.,
Chaiken, 1987; Petty & Cacioppo, 1984). When we communicate about
climate change risks and advocate for certain forms of coping, research
suggests that we should use sources that are perceived to be credible,
attractive, and expert (Maddux & Rogers, 1980; Petty & Cacioppo,
1984), which includes mental health practitioners. Communicators
should also work in partnership with communities to increase trust in
messages and message reach within communities (Covello, 2003;
Seeger, 2006). People may be more likely to listen to locals and those
already part of their social network who can communicate by word-of-
mouth (e.g., Burn, 1991; Herr, Kardes, & Kim, 1991). In addition to the
benefits to persuasiveness, using local messengers will mean that those
communicators are likely to have local knowledge that should increase
contextual accuracy and relevance to the audience. Best practices for
risk communication generally include being honest, having an open
channel of ongoing bi-directional communication, communicating
through multiple channels, being sensitive to cultural context, and
meeting the informational needs of the public and media (Novak et al.,
2019; Seeger, 2006: Sellnow et al., 2008). Communications around
adaptive coping should similarly be concerned with these source fac-
tors.

2.4. Acknowledge uncertainty

Climate change and risk communication are often about events with
some degree of unpredictability, which can make communication
complex (Brashers, 2001), especially when we want to communicate
effective coping techniques for a variety of possible scenarios. When
there is a risk that cannot be predicted with certainty, researchers
suggest communicating about several possible scenarios rather than
only the worst-case scenario (Bults et al., 2011; Howe, MacInnis,
Krosnick, Markowitz, & Socolow, 2019), and being clear about what is
known (and not) in the face of a threat (Covello, 2003; Pidgeon &
Fischhoff, 2011). Similarly, when dealing with a complex stressor such
as climate change, communicators should acknowledge that there is no
single solution, no one way of reducing climate risks, and no single
“correct” way of adapting to or coping with those stressors. The goal of
communication about these uncertain threats should be to promote a
variety of approaches, and to help people recognize when to optimally
use different coping strategies. We should be sure to communicate what
is certain or highly probable and teach specific coping strategies to be
used in those situations, or at least promote a variety of coping stra-
tegies that could be used across situations.

Finally, in implementing these best practices, interventions and
communication should be sensitive to the nature of the stressor and the
chronic coping styles of individuals. This issue of tailoring is highly
important, and deserves its own discussion, which we address next..

3. Insight 2: Practitioners must attend to variability in both
climate stressors and message/intervention recipients

The stressors brought about by climate change are varied and
people are also heterogeneous with respect to their chronic stress ap-
praisal and coping styles. These two important sources of variation
combine to produce diverse responses at the individual level, requiring
careful consideration by researchers and practitioners. As a result, there
is no single way that we can communicate about adaptive coping to
individuals, as there is no single “climate change stressor” that will
impact all people in the same way. Messaging will have to be sensitive
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to the variability of stresses that climate change will create. Prior re-
views discuss the consequences of climate change in detail (e.g., Haines,
Kovats, Campbell-Lendrum, & Corvalán, 2006; IPCC, 2014; 2018; Louis
& Hess, 2008; Watts et al., 2018, 2019; Wheeler & Von Braun, 2013)
and we will not be exhaustive here. However, thinking through some of
the myriad ways in which climate change can create stress provides a
starting point for identifying the diversity of responses people may have
and the necessity of a variety of messaging techniques on the basis of
these stresses.

3.1. Climate change can cause both acute and chronic stress

The effects of climate change have potential to result in acute and
chronic stressors. For instance, climate change is expected to increase
violent conflict and extreme weather events (e.g., Coumou &
Rahmstorf, 2012; Reuveny, 2007), both of which can result in very
acute stress and trauma. Exposure to disasters (such as hurricanes,
floods, and extreme droughts) may cause injury and loss of life and is
also related to the incidence of mental health symptoms (Norris,
Friedman, & Watson, 2002, 2002b). Psychologists can offer tools pre-
viously developed to confront acute stressors such as terrorist attacks
and natural disasters—e.g., deployment of rapid response teams to af-
fected areas—to help with these acute climate impacts when they arise;
moreover, the psychological community has an important role to play
in preparing for such needs in advance (including development of im-
pact-specific treatment protocols and deployment plans). Other climate
impacts will present as chronic stressors. For example, learning about
environmental degradation in another part of the world may be felt as a
stressor by people with a strong environmental identity (Clayton,
2020); because such effects will be ongoing for the rest of the century
(and beyond), they will potentially cause chronic stress for many people
across the globe. In such instances, psychologists can offer other con-
crete tools previously developed and validated to help individuals and
communities deal with ongoing, long-term stressors (e.g., cognitive
behavioral therapies aimed at reducing anxiety). Climate advocates,
practitioners and clinicians will all need to develop and deploy tools
that can deal effectively with both types of stressors presented by cli-
mate change and will be more effective if they have developed a tar-
geted toolkit of approaches before impacts—both acute and chron-
ic—are widespread.

3.2. Variability in stress responses

Besides the variability in types of climate stressors, there will also be
variability in individual responses and coping (e.g., Matthews &
Campbell, 2009; Villada, Hidalgo, Almela, & Salvador, 2016). We
cannot expect that people will react and respond in the same ways to
the stresses of climate change, and some people may become anxious
sand stressed while others will not (Clayton & Karazsia, 2020). Char-
acteristics of the stressor itself, the context in which it occurs, and the
individual all play a part in determining responses to stress (Folkman &
Lazarus, 1984; Gruen, Folkman, & Lazarus, 1988; Parkes, 1986). The
same stressor could be seen as a hindrance by one person, and as a
challenge by another, which will differentially motivate types of coping
responses (Searle & Auton, 2014). Individual differences such as per-
sonality and worldviews can influence how a stressor is perceived
(Kilby, Sherman, & Wuthrich, 2018).

There are also differences in the ways people chronically cope with
stress, as people have access to different resources they might rely on to
cope, including their own personal material, cognitive, and emotional
resources; and resources that they can access in their communities.
Depending on these resources, people may use variety of strategies
when coping with different types of stressors. A common organization
of types of coping is to label strategies as either problem-focused or
emotion-focused (Endler & Parker, 1990). Problem-focused coping re-
fers to coping strategies that directly address the problem causing the

stress in some way. In contrast, emotion-focused coping aims to reg-
ulate emotional responses to the problem or stressor, oftentimes in-
cluding downregulation of negative feelings (Folkman & Moskowitz,
2004). Other coping strategies that have been differentiated from pro-
blem- and emotion-focused coping are meaning-focused coping,
whereby the individual finds ways to connect the experience with
deeper values and beliefs (Folkman, 2008), and social-focused coping,
whereby the individual seeks instrumental and emotional social support
to help them cope (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). However, other
classification schemes have more categories of coping, such as Carver,
Scheier, and Weintraub (1989)) fourteen strategy typology, which in-
cludes use of humor, acceptance, planning, and religious coping, among
others.

Some research suggests that although coping strategies may vary
depending on the situation, people do have chronic coping styles that
they preferentially adopt across situations (Carver & Scheier, 1994;
Ptacek, Pierce, & Thompson, 2006). An individual might chronically
cope by trying to directly address the problems (i.e., problem-focused,
active coping), whereas others might chronically suppress negative
feelings and engage in self-distracting (more passive coping strategies),
while some may show more coping flexibility by using a variety of
coping strategies across situations and to change strategies when the
selected strategy is not working. Coping flexibility is generally asso-
ciated with better well-being and adjustment (Cheng, 2001; Cheng, Lau,
& Chan, 2014; Lester, Smart, & Baum, 1994). Although we are not
aware of research directly investigating this, we expect that commu-
nication that encourages coping flexibility will be more effective than
that which assumes that one coping approach will be optimal. People
will be able to cope more adaptively if they have a variety of coping
strategies they can choose from to use appropriately and flexibly given
the situation.

3.3. Coping responses – sensitivity to both contextual and individual
variability

Given that there are many ways that people can cope with stress in
general, some coping strategies may seem intuitively more adaptive
than others. For example, problem-focused coping might generally
seem most adaptive because it involves attempts to mitigate the source
of the stress rather than manage around that stress. However, practi-
tioners should be cautious in their certainty about promoting certain
strategies as adaptive, as adaptiveness will vary based on the nature of
the stressor, and on the goals or motivations the individual has for
coping. No single strategy will always be adaptive or maladaptive
(Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Zeidner & Saklofske, 1996). We can see
this in studies of responses to a variety of stressors. For example, after
hurricanes Rita and Katrina, use of emotion-regulation strategies, such
as substance use or using humor, were associated with higher rates of
PTSD symptomology among students (Prost, Appel, & Ai, 2018).
However, in different contexts, use of other types of emotion-regulation
strategies including adopting positive illusions and benefit-finding are
associated with better adjustment, emotional well-being, and self-es-
teem, at least in the short-term (e.g., students coping with academic
stress, Robins & Beer, 2001; cancer patients, Taylor & Armor, 1996).
Among people who have experienced the death of a partner, suppres-
sing emotional processing within a half year of the loss is not ne-
cessarily related to delayed grief or a later worsening of depression, and
could be, for some people, an adaptive way of coping with a traumatic
loss (Bonanno & Field, 2001). Some research has examined how chil-
dren and youth cope with climate change, finding that a variety of
emotion-, meaning- and problem-focused strategies are used by this
group (2013, Ojala, 2012). In one of these studies, the use of more
problem-focused strategies was associated with more negative emo-
tions, explained perhaps by a greater concern about and focus on cli-
mate change (Ojala, 2013). Ojala (2013) suggests that meaning-focused
coping should be promoted, at least among this group, to encourage
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more engagement in environmentalism.
These examples point to the difficulty of classifying coping re-

sponses to climate change-related stressors as adaptive or maladaptive
in a universal way, and thus the need for supporting a variety of coping
responses. When an individual is faced with a seemingly uncontrollable
stressor, such as global climate change, using emotion-focused strate-
gies may sometimes be more effective for that person than trying to
directly reduce the stress using more active strategies (e.g., coping-
environment fit, Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). Clayton (2020) notes
that different strategies of problem-, emotion-, and meaning-focused
each have their potential benefits and drawbacks, in terms of both their
impact on individual, and engagement in issues of environmentalism. In
light of this, we suggest that different aspects of climate-change as a
stressor may be simultaneously approached with different coping re-
sponses. Research could investigate the potential benefits from pro-
moting emotion-focused coping for the “global” aspects of the stressor
that are uncontrollable by individuals while simultaneously encoura-
ging problem focused responses for “local” manifestations of climate
change, some of which may be amenable to mitigation or adaptation
action.

3.4. Interventions to improve coping

Although coping with climate change as a stressor may be an area
that requires further exploration, coping with stress and trauma are not
new areas of research. Interventions have already been developed to
help people cope with a variety of stressors. Some interventions have
taught people to recognize stress and offered ways to cope with dif-
ferent sources and types of stressors, including disaster-related stress
(Morrissey & Reser, 2003), academic stress (Dolbier, Jaggars, &
Steinhardt, 2010; Yusufov, Nicoloro-SantaBarbara, Grey, Moyer, &
Lobel, 2019), and stress related to cancer (Cheung et al., 2017;
Schellekens et al., 2017). These interventions often teach mindfulness
strategies, whereby participants learn to recognize and acknowledge
stressful feelings, and engage in exercises like meditation or breathing
practice (Schellekens et al., 2017). Other interventions advocate for
proactive coping, whereby people build competencies to mitigate im-
pacts of anticipated stress (e.g., Aspinwall, 2011; Bode, De Ridder,
Kuijer, & Bensing, 2007; Thoolen, Ridder, Bensing, Gorter, & Rutten,
2009). An understudied but promising area in promotion of resilience
to threats are psychological preparedness interventions (Boylan &
Lawrence, 2020; Hayes, Blashki, Wiseman, Burke, & Reifels, 2018;
Morrissey & Reser, 2003). The idea is that by teaching people to expect
and recognize emotions that occur when they are faced with these
stressors, people become better able to regulate those emotions. By
communicating about climate risks and acknowledging the ways that
they create stress, we may be able to encourage better coping.

The interventions described here generally have positive effects and
could be adapted for climate change stressors. In considering how to
apply interventions and approaches based on past research and prac-
tice, practitioners need to be sensitive to the timescale of climate
change stress. Some impacts of climate change are apparent already
(e.g., record-breaking temperatures in consecutive years; Su, Zhang, &
Wang, 2017); but other climate projections emphasize gradual changes
that compound over years to drastically alter our way of life in the far
future (e.g. sea-level rise, Le Bars, Drijfhout, & de Vries, 2017). Given
the nature of climate change and the combination of both acute stres-
sors and more chronic, continuous stressors, we should teach people
about the different impacts along with different strategies to cope with
those stresses both through active problem-solving and through emo-
tion-focused methods. For example, interventions which teach mind-
fulness practices could be used in the context of climate change to help
people to recognize the emotional reactions they are having in response
to climate change. Teaching people about what they can do now to
proactively cope is already being done in work on promoting mitigation
behaviors (e.g., Abrahamse, Steg, Vlek, & Rothengatter, 2005; Farrow,

Grolleau, & Ibanez, 2017). Some researchers have suggested in fact that
engaging in mitigation behaviors is a way to empower people and to
reduce anxiety (Clayton, 2020; Doherty, 2015). Thus, there are inter-
ventions and strategies to improve individual adaptation and coping
that have already been investigated, and which seem to be effective,
although more study of specific ways of coping with climate change
stress is needed.

3.5. Tailor messages

Given that people may have chronic ways of coping with stress (and
varying degrees of flexibility in their use of different coping responses),
when communicating about coping we should aim to teach a variety of
coping strategies using techniques from existing interventions, and
should encourage self-monitoring and evaluation of coping strategies.
In health settings, interventions which match people’s chronic coping
styles are more effective at promoting coping, satisfaction, and ad-
justment than interventions which do not match coping styles (e.g., Fry
& Wong, 1991; Martelli, Auerbach, Alexander, & Mercuri, 1987). The
ways that people chronically cope will also likely influence the types of
messages they will respond best to about climate change. For someone
with a more active coping style, simply receiving effectively conveyed
information about a climate change threat may be enough to mobilize
them to take protective actions. Different and probably more elaborate
communication and interventions may be needed for people who tend
to rely on more passive coping strategies (e.g., denial, behavioral dis-
engagement), whereas people who prefer social-focused strategies
might benefit more from interventions that connect them with others
who are faced with the same threats. Despite the potential of these
ideas, we should note that research on the match between coping style
and interventions is scarce, particularly in the context of climate
change. Thus, we recommend more investigation of how chronic coping
styles influence receptivity and impact of different messages about
stressors as well as into sensitivity to individual differences in coping
when interventions around climate change are being developed.

4. Insight 3: Individual resilience is important, but individuals
exist in communities and ecosystems with resiliencies that are
interconnected

The individual who must cope with climate change impacts does not
exist in isolation. Instead, people are always embedded in a social
community as well as an ecosystem that supports that person and their
community. It is important for psychologists to remember this context,
and that these components (i.e., person, community, ecosystem) mu-
tually influence each other. The strengths and resources of one of these
systems can improve the resilience of the others, just as vulnerabilities
in a community or ecosystem increase vulnerability of the individual.

Resilience describes the ability of systems and organisms to cope
with, adapt to, and develop in the face of changes, rather than an ability
to maintain the status quo (Adger, 2000; Folke, 2016). A feature of
resilient systems is adaptive capacity, defined as the “necessary re-
sources for systems to adapt and learn” (p.323, Brown & Westaway,
2011). Norris, Stevens, Pfefferbaum, Wyche, and Pfefferbaum (2008))
argue that being resilient requires resources which are robust (i.e., able
to be used in a variety of stress-inducing situations), redundant (i.e., a
diversity of resources available to prevent issues of resource de-
pendency), and rapid (i.e., able to be accessed and used quickly). Re-
silience can also be described in terms of which aspect of the system it
refers to, and we argue that individual, community, and ecosystem
resilience are each vital components of our overall resilience to climate
change.

4.1. The three legs of climate-change resilience

Resilience has been a core idea in ecosystems research on responses
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to climate change (e.g., Côté & Darling, 2010). Ecological resilience
refers to the capacity of a natural system to persist even when major
changes occur (Holling, 1973). For instance, an ecologically resilient
system may be exemplified by a stable population of animal life despite
climatic changes, or the adaptation of plants to new conditions. Like-
wise, the idea of community resilience is growing in importance as a
principle for how communities should approach climate change adap-
tation. Community resilience describes the ability of communities to
cope with external stressors, and is influenced by social capital (e.g.,
social networks, place attachment), infrastructure, and vulnerabilities
(Chapman, Lickel, & Markowitz, 2017). Communities with sufficient
adaptive capacity (e.g., ability to adjust), cooperation, resources,
community leadership, community attachment, and strong social net-
works will be more resilient to climatic changes (Lindberg &
Swearingen, 2020).

Although individual or personal resilience has had less focus in
climate change research, it has been investigated in psychological re-
search on human development and response to stress (e.g., Compas
et al., 2017; Rutter, 1987; Werner, 2000). In the context of the current
paper, resilience at the individual level is determined in part by the
coping ability of individuals experiencing stressors. People who are
resilient will be able to navigate and respond to adversity and may
show growth from climate change related experiences.

4.2. Individual, community, and ecological resiliencies are linked

These different resiliencies do not exist in isolation from each other,
and we encourage thinking of the connections between them. Current
work on climate change adaptation increasingly views community and
ecological resilience as linked concepts that both deal with sustain-
ability of systems, although their distinct roles and character are also
recognized (Adger, 2000). Resilience of social systems is viewed as in-
herently related to ecosystem resilience due to human dependence on
natural resources (Adger, 2000). At the same time, the ways that human
society impact the environment influence ecosystem resilience at both
local and global scales. We argue that individual resilience and com-
munity resilience also reciprocally influence each other. Individuals
may be more resilient if they live in communities with high social ca-
pital and in communities where resources are accessible. Communities
will also be more resilient if their individual members are more re-
silient. For instance, after experiencing a disaster, people who cope
better and who are better prepared may be more able to help others like
neighbors, friends, and the community at large (e.g., community re-
sponses to tornadoes; LaLone, 2012). As a result of these interconnec-
tions across levels of analysis and organization, it is important not only
to be aware of, and sensitive to, ecological, community, and personal
resiliencies but also to approach the issue of climate change, adapta-
tion, and stress from the perspective that these interact to influence
coping. When practitioners want to promote adaptive coping at the
individual level, they must consider the social and ecological context in
which a person is embedded, and how that context influences the ma-
terial or psychological resources available to the person. This should
also include a consideration of issues of environmental justice – the
climate change impacts being felt within communities and ecosystems
are often not a direct result of actions of individuals within those
communities (see Agyeman, 2016; Swim & Bloodhart, 2018). Drawing
out all the potential interconnections between ecosystem, community,
and personal resilience is beyond the scope of this paper. We think it is
particularly valuable to discuss how individual coping processes may be
linked to community resilience.

4.3. The link between individual and community resilience

When individuals engage in coping efforts to lessen stress they ex-
perience from climate change, these efforts will have an impact on their
community’s resilience. The ways communities respond also influence

the individuals that inhabit them.
In some instances, increasing the resilience of an individual and her

household may benefit the resilience of the broader community. For
example, if an individual engages in resilience-building by learning
disaster response skills (e.g., taking first aid courses), then they become
a resource for the community by being better able to care for them-
selves (i.e., less reliant on the community for help) as well as others.
However, other responses, although arguably adaptive for the in-
dividual, may have negative consequences for the resilience of the
larger community in which that person lives. For example, hoarding of
essential supplies might increase an individual person’s resilience while
reducing resilience within the larger community if it contributes to
shortages.

The ways that communities respond to stressors also influence the
individual. Some research has approached these issues by examining
the outcomes of coping as a group, starting with appraisals of the stress
as a shared problem and an appraisal that responsibility is shared
(Lyons, Mickelson, Sullivan, & Coyne, 1998). When people cope to-
gether, there can be benefits that would not be possible for an in-
dividual coping alone, such as a shared sense of responsibility that can
lessen the burden of the stress on each individual (Lyons et al., 1998).
However, this type of coping may result in inequitable distribution of
responsibility and risk of ‘stress contagion’ as the stress spreads
throughout more community members (Lyons et al., 1998). Further, if
people feel that they are not personally impacted or that others can
address the problem without their efforts then they may shirk respon-
sibility to cope (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004). In the context of coping
with climate change, communicators should strive to avoid messages
that deny individual responsibility. However, messages should not
overburden the individual, and should find ways to connect individuals
within their communities so that they can cope productively together,
especially in situations where collective action to address a risk or
threat is the most effective (e.g., community resilience building for
disaster preparedness).

5. Psychologists’ roles in promoting resilience

Psychologists have an important role to play in promoting resilience
at community and individual levels. Communities which are resilient to
climate change are characterized by an ability to engage in collective
action, high levels of social capital (e.g., strong community relation-
ships), strong community competence (including local governance
structures and processes), and resilient infrastructure (Chapman et al.,
2018; Cutter et al., 2008; Norris et al., 2008). Psychologists can facil-
itate the bridging and linking relationships necessary to increase social
capital and capacity for collective action, can help develop and evaluate
meaningful interventions to increase overall community resilience, and
can identify vulnerabilities within communities. For instance, psy-
chologists can assess existing individual, community and ecosystem
resilience to aid in decision-making about where intervention and
communication efforts should be focused. Furthermore, because psy-
chologists study and understand how people respond to and cope with
stress, they have a key role to play in informing and preparing in-
dividuals to cope with and be resilient to climate change as a stressor.

In communication and interventions to improve coping with climate
change, practitioners should assess needs not only at the individual
level but also with respect to the resilience of the broader communities
in which individuals are embedded. It is particularly important to de-
velop awareness of the available resources at all levels that could be
leveraged to help the individual cope. Depending on the resources
available (be they social, emotional, cognitive, material, infra-
structural), advocacy for different types of coping may be more or less
appropriate. For example, asking people to find social support in a
community that is not well-connected may not be effective, just as
telling people to take steps to mitigate their climate impacts by driving
less are unlikely to work if infrastructure is not in place to support such
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changes in transportation behavior (e.g., lack of public transit or bicycle
lanes).

Another area that deserves more exploration is whether coping well
with climate impacts decreases motivation to take action to reduce the
emission of greenhouse gasses. It has been argued that if people are able
to cope with climatic changes that they will be unmotivated to change
current behavior to mitigate climate change (Ogunbode et al., 2019).
However, evidence in support of this is mixed, and more research is
needed. Some studies have found that thinking about adaptation and
support for adaptation policies does not necessarily predict a decrease
in support for and action on mitigation strategies (Carrico, Truelove,
Vandenbergh, & Dana, 2015; Evans, Milfont, & Lawrence, 2014). The
issue is further complicated because some strategies to proactively cope
with climate change may also be ways of mitigating climate impact. For
example, reducing unnecessary consumption can bolster individual
resilience by increasing household financial buffers, while at the same
time reducing greenhouse gas emissions.

6. Conclusion

In providing these insights, we hope to inform the research and
communication efforts of those working in the domains of climate
change communication and coping. Given the urgency of climate
change and the need to help promote well-being, the study of risk
communication to promote climate change resilience is an important
area. Psychologists have an important role in this field in their potential
contribution to the study of human resilience in the face of a global
crisis.
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