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Around the world and here in Oregon, devastating effects of climate change 
are hitting hard. Heat domes, dry wells, wildfires and hazardous smoke – the 
consequences of these events pose not only imminent threats to physical health, 
but immediate and long lasting impacts to our mental health. Facing the threat 
and uncertainties of climate change can be daunting for all of us. For youth who 
see their future lives and wellbeing at stake, the burden and weight of climate 
change can seem both overwhelming and unfair. Young people see their future at 
stake at decision-making tables where climate action is being debated, and yet they 
are not able to represent themselves at those tables. 

In Executive Order 20-04 I directed the Oregon Health Authority to study 
the impacts of climate change on youth mental health and depression as a 
component of a broader youth mental health crisis, a crisis further exacerbated by 
a global pandemic. Drawing from youth themselves as well as experts in public 
health, education and mental health, this report identifies what can be done in 
these sectors to build resilience among our youth and help them navigate these 
challenging and uncertain times. 

OHA’s report spotlights the effect of the enormous burden of climate change on 
our youth. We see their determination and resilience to make change. We also see 
a clear-eyed assessment that the adults and institutions with power over their lives 
are not doing enough to address the causes of climate change. The strength and 
resilience of youth are calling us to relentlessly step up our efforts to protect the 
future of our youth, the planet and future generations.    

Governor Kate Brown

Foreword
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As the effects of climate change grow, researchers and experts have become more 
concerned about how it will affect our mental health. Mental health impacts on 
youth are of particular concern as there is a growing youth mental health crisis in 
the United States. This report, in response to Governor Brown’s Executive Order 
20-04, shares study findings of how climate change is affecting the mental health 
of youth in Oregon. The study included: a literature review, focus groups with 
youth, key informant interviews and learnings from youth story circles. Youth 
were engaged throughout the study to provide input.

Research is showing three main pathways climate change 
adversely affects our mental health:

• Increased extreme weather events and climate-related disasters  

• Chronic climate stressors, such as water and food insecurity, and  

• Increased awareness of climate change, leading to climate anxiety. 

Study participants reported significant distress consistent with 
what youth across the globe are reporting. Youth in this study 
reported experiencing a range of feelings:

• They are experiencing feelings of hopelessness, despair, anxiety and 
frustration about climate change

• They feel dismissed by adults and the older generation.

• They feel angry that not enough is being done to protect their future.

• They understand climate change as closely linked with systemic racism and 
oppression. They believe both need to be addressed at the same time.

Youth and key participants identified these strategies for 
nurturing hope and resilience:

• Create space for youth to come together and share their feelings  
about climate.

• Engage together in making social change.

• Nurture a stronger relationship with nature and our physical environment.

Executive summary

C:\Users\OR0161126\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\J74QZ3F3\Executive Order 20-04
C:\Users\OR0161126\AppData\Local\Microsoft\Windows\INetCache\Content.Outlook\J74QZ3F3\Executive Order 20-04
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Decision-makers, educators, mental health professionals and 
environmental professionals support youth mental health and 
resilience in the face of climate change when they:

• Share power with youth in decision-making about climate and mental health 
policy and solutions to increase youth’s sense of hope, belonging and agency 

• Educate themselves about the connection between climate change and youth 
mental health and healing centered approaches to engage with youth 

• Increase investments in school and community mental health services. These 
investments are needed to meet increasing demands to support youth, family, 
and community well-being.
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How climate change affects mental health
As climate impacts grow, so have our awareness and understanding of how 
climate change affects our mental health and emotional well-being. Research is 
showing three main pathways climate change adversely affects our mental health:

1. Increased extreme weather events and climate-related disasters

2. Chronic climate stressors, such as water and food insecurity, and 

3. Increased awareness of climate change, leading to climate anxiety.

Communities affected by climate-related disasters such as wildfires may 
experience severe psychological and emotional distress after the disaster. Disasters 
can damage and even destroy homes, communities and safe spaces, and disrupt 
services critical for meeting basic needs such as housing. The process of recovering 
these basic needs can take a long time. In terms of mental health outcomes and 
risk factors, extreme weather events and disasters are known to cause:

• Trauma and shock; post-traumatic stress disorder

• Anxiety and depression

• Stress-related physical health symptoms

• Strains in social relationships, and

• Community displacement and migration (1,2)

As climate-related disasters increase in severity and frequency, we can expect  
more communities to experience significant negative effects on their mental  
health and well-being.

Chronic climate stressors also have significant effects on mental health  
and well-being. Chronic stressors are the slower-moving changes to our 
environment resulting from droughts, rising temperatures, and water and food 
insecurity. Research has found that specific chronic stressors are associated 
with poor mental health outcomes, such as drought, declining air quality, and 
increased temperatures. 

For example, studies show an increased number of suicides following heatwaves 
and extremely high temperatures, a relationship which may be due to reduced 
economic outputs, increased conflict and societal violence and/or disturbed sleep (1) 

Introduction
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Changes in our climate can also lead to changes to our landscape and ways of life 
and livelihoods, which in turn can result in significant losses to:

• Important and sacred places

• Family income

• Personal and occupational identity

• The sense of autonomy and control, and

• A community’s culture.

These types of effects have been documented in indigenous and farming 
communities for many years. (2,3) The effects can negatively impact the mental 
and emotional well-being of people and communities.

Finally, emerging research is showing that the overarching threat of climate 
change is negatively affecting the mental and emotional well-being of people 
globally through what is being called climate anxiety or eco-anxiety. Although 
the term focuses on the anxiety, worry and fear related to climate change, climate 
anxiety involves a range of other emotions including:

• Anger

• Grief

• Despair

• Guilt, and

• Shame.

Mental health experts emphasize that these emotions are common and 
understandable responses to observing significant and irreversible harm to the 
environment that could affect the well-being and livelihood of self, family and 
communities for generations to come. (2,4)

Youth mental health and climate change
Children and young people are especially vulnerable to a range of health 
impacts from climate change. The mental health of youth in the United States 
is of particular concern. The rate of young people suffering from helplessness, 
depression and suicide had already been increasing before the COVID-19 
pandemic began in 2020. (5) From 2009 to 2019, the proportion of high school 
students reporting persistent feelings of sadness or hopelessness increased by 
40%. (6) Between 2007 and 2018, suicide rates among youth ages 10-24 in the 
US increased by 57%. (7) The pandemic exacerbated the crisis by increasing 
disruption and isolation. Fortunately, Oregon has not seen an increase in youth 
suicide during the pandemic. However, the state continues to experience a higher 
youth suicide rate than the national average. (8) 
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The mental health impact of climate change may further add to this burden. In 
November of 2021, the U.S. surgeon general issued an advisory to highlight the 
urgent need to address the nation’s youth mental health crisis. The report identifies 
“climate change” as a factor that shapes the mental health of young people. (5) 

Recent studies have found that climate change is a significant factor that affects 
youth’s sense of emotional and mental well-being. In the largest study to date, 59% 
of 10,000 youth surveyed reported feeling very or extremely worried about climate 
change. Also, 84% were at least moderately worried. Moreover, youth also reported 
feeling the following about climate change:

• Afraid
• Angry
• Powerless
• Guilty
• Ashamed

• Despairing
• Hurt
• Grief, and
• Depressed.

They made comments such as:

• “Humanity is doomed”

• “The future is frightening,” and

• “People have failed to care for the planet.” (4)

Climate anxiety is a potential source of chronic stress. As such, it could 
significantly affect a young person’s nervous system and body. (9)

It is well established that the most marginalized such as Black communities, 
Tribes, other communities of color, and rural and low-income communities 
disproportionately experience adverse health effects from climate change. 
Governmental decisions, such as in housing and land use policies, made through 
the generations have left such communities at higher risk of these impacts. (10) 
While climate and health researchers, until recently, have focused on physical 
health, emerging research is showing similar disproportionate burdens in terms of 
mental health. (11,12) Additional populations that may be at higher risk for adverse 
mental health impacts related to climate change include people with pre-existing 
mental health illnesses or mental health conditions and young people. (1)

Purpose of this study
The purpose of this study is to better understand the effect of climate change on 
the mental health of youth in Oregon through a review of the literature. After 
that, the research team conducted interviews and focus groups with:

• Oregon youth

• Mental health professionals
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• Public health professionals, and

• Education professionals.

In March 2020, Governor Kate Brown’s Executive Order 20-04 directed the 
Oregon Health Authority (OHA) to study the impacts of climate change on youth 
mental health and depression.  Public health professionals in Oregon expressed 
concern about how climate change may worsen existing and ongoing rates of 
depression and anxiety, particularly among youth. The directive for this study was 
in part a response to that. The OHA Climate and Health Program first identified 
mental health as a health effect of climate change in the 2014 Oregon Climate and 
Health Profile report. It was identified again in the 2020 Climate and Health in 
Oregon report. 

This study was designed to center the voices of youth, especially tribal youth and 
youth of color in Oregon. OHA recognizes the intersectionality of climate change 
and mental health issues with other long-standing human crises from colonization, 
racism and other forms of systemic oppression.

Study design and methods
OHA contracted and worked closely with the University of Oregon Suicide 
Prevention Lab (UOSPL) to conduct a literature review, develop the interview 
guides and recruit participants. UOSPL did the following:

• Conducted the focus groups and the key informant interviews

• Conducted a preliminary analysis, and

• Authored a report of the findings, which can be found here.  (13)

Below are the main inputs for the study:

• Literature review

• Five focus groups with youth ranging from ages 15-25 years:

 » Tribal youth (Klamath Tribes youth)

 » Youth with disabilities (Sisters Youth Transition Program), and

 » Three multicultural, multiracial groups focused on:

 � Youth Advocacy (Youth and Young Adult Engagement Advisory)

 � Climate activism (Our Climate, and Rogue Climate).

• Interviews with eight key informants: Professionals with diverse ethnic and 
racial identities working in mental health, education, or public health. 

• Community-based storytelling project: OHA funded The Hearth, a 
non-profit based in Ashland to facilitate story circles with middle and high 
schoolers from communities severely affected by the 2020 wildfire. The main 

https://www.oregon.gov/gov/Documents/executive_orders/eo_20-04.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Documents/oregon-climate-and-health-profile-report.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Documents/oregon-climate-and-health-profile-report.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Documents/2020/Climate%20and%20Health%20in%20Oregon%202020%20-%20Full%20Report.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Documents/2020/Climate%20and%20Health%20in%20Oregon%202020%20-%20Full%20Report.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Documents/Final%20UO%20Report%205.2022.pdf
https://ytp.uoregon.edu/content/sisters
https://www.youthera.org/yyea
https://ourclimate.us/
https://rogueclimate.org/
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purpose of this project was to inform this study and provide support to youth 
during this challenging time. The other purpose was to better understand 
how storytelling could promote social connection and improve well-being 
among youth affected by a climate-related disaster. Two story circle 
facilitators acted as key informants.   

The research team drew from three frameworks or approaches in designing  
the study:  

The Prevention Institute’s pillars of well-being: The Prevention 
Institute developed reports and frameworks that acknowledge the role of 
structural violence in community trauma and resilience and help identify 
culturally-grounded and equitable strategies that improve community  
mental health and wellbeing.

OHA’s Social Resilience Project: This project highlighted research 
that shows the importance of social relationships in physical and mental 
health outcomes and in weathering the stressors related to climate change. 
Specifically, OHA brings attention to bonding, bridging and linking 
relationships as being key to social resilience.

The Hearth’s community storytelling approach: The Hearth has  
been teaching and promoting storytelling as a way of personal healing  
and building social connections under challenging circumstances in  
a community.   

Finally, OHA partnered with the University of Oregon, Youth Era and Our 
Climate to host a virtual youth gathering to share preliminary findings and gather 
more input (Summary of input available here).

https://www.preventioninstitute.org/tools/pillars-wellbeing
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Pages/social-resilience.aspx
https://thehearthcommunity.com/
https://www.youthera.org/
https://ourclimate.us/
https://ourclimate.us/
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Pages/Mental-Health-Effects.aspx
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This section includes a summary of what we heard from youth in the focus groups. 
It includes common themes and quotes that reflect these themes.

Youth in the focus groups talked about how they and their communities 
experience and observe the negative impacts of climate change. They highlighted 
extreme weather events, particularly experiences with wildfires, severe drought 
and water quality problems. Two of the focus groups, Klamath Tribes youth and 
Sisters Youth Transition Program, also discussed the loss of important community 
places and food due to climate change.

Feelings of hopelessness, despair, anxiety and frustration
Youth across all focus groups talked about feeling scared, frustrated, helpless  
and hopeless.

I think it can be very overwhelming, just thinking about this,  
like our future. 

I’m rapidly going between, like, apathy and like hopelessness, 
helplessness … the climate doomism.

Some youth talked about climate change affecting the way they think about their 
future plans. They also had fears about how it will impact their younger siblings or 
family members.

My friend started talking, like … why even have kids – why plan  
our future that far ahead? Because you might not have the 
opportunity … or we could be bringing someone into a world  
where they might not have that long to live or be able to breathe  
clean air, swim in clean water …

I feel scared because I think about my future and my siblings’ future 
because I’m the oldest and how they’re gonna have to grow up. Like, 
for example, California. With all the fires, I think what if more fires 
come up, like, how will it be for my little siblings? How will they 
experience all the trauma that’s happening around them?

A few youths spoke about how anxiety about climate change exacerbates existing 
mental health struggles.

Voices of Oregon youth
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It is a huge weight … just really overwhelming and I already have 
generalized anxiety. So now I have to also deal with the climate 
crisis. It’s just really scary and frustrating. I just wish I could be 
ignorant and not care.

I have noticed a lot of people in my age group having a second wave 
of feeling suicidal because of (climate change). Like a lot of my close 
friends who also struggle with mental illness. It peaked when I was 
14 and 15 and then went away for a while. But [for] me and my close 
circle, it’s been something that’s been coming up again and especially 
if you’re raised in Oregon, this summer was not okay. It was a 
panicky hot summer.

A study of 10,000 youth across the globe found that it’s not just youth’s thoughts 
and feelings about climate and environmental threats that negatively affected 
them but also what they see as the inaction of governments on climate change. 
(4) This connection between inaction and anger and frustration also came up in 
these focus groups.

It’s gonna just keep getting worse, and just it’s really frustrating  
and is that exasperating ... so honestly, I’m like pissed off.

Another related theme that emerged in the focus groups and our engagement  
with youth was a sense of burden that older generations have placed on youth  
to “fix” the climate problem. From younger people’s perspective, this is  
frustrating because:

• Their lives will be affected more than adults

• Action needs to happen now to meaningfully reduce those effects, and

• They do not currently have the political and economic power adults have  
to address the problem.

Adults may remark in a well-intentioned way that they are inspired by the passion 
and determination of youth in advocating for action on climate change. However, 
youth may perceive that as adults alleviating themselves of the responsibility and 
placing it on youth.

…they’ve already lived their futures if that makes sense. But I still 
don’t know what mine’s gonna look like because of this existential 
threat. And so, it’s like yelling at the wall about like, this really scary 
thing, but not really hearing anything back.

My parents, they’re from Mexico, they’ve just become accustomed to 
just living that way. When I’ve been in Mexico, there’s litter, and just 
not a good environment that really supports the earth. So, they’ve 
just become so accustomed to it and they feel like it’s more of a 
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problem for the future. But I don’t think they understand that we are 
the future and it is our problem now. 

I remember growing up hearing you can fix the world, and your 
generation is going to be the one to fix it...and somehow they saw it as 
empowering like, you guys, you got this, you can do this. But like, I 
just grew up with that pressure and yeah, we have to do it, but it’s not 
really a decision that we got to make.

Some communities are more or uniquely affected, or both by 
climate change
The frustrations we heard from youth about climate change inaction are 
compounded by the racial injustices connected with climate change.  
There was discussion across focus groups that:

1. Some communities are more impacted, uniquely impacted by climate  
change than others, or both, and

2. Systems that have created climate change and oppressive systems have 
marginalized Black, Indigenous and people of color for centuries. 

It’s like a constant thing. … it affects all things and includes the 
wildfires on top of the settlers on top of their violence. And then 
thinking more broadly and globally, because I’m also indigenous  
to the islands of Tonga, a lot of our people are climate refugees and 
are no longer able to return home to the islands because it’s sinking 
and cemeteries are underwater. And that’s also settler-induced 
climate change … I feel like climate change cannot be talked about 
without talking about settler colonialism, white supremacy and,  
like, genocide ...

Klamath Tribes youth reported climate change issues unique to Native 
communities, such as: environmental racism, impacts on hunting, fishing, and 
gathering resources; treaty rights; and struggles to access adequate healthcare. 
Klamath Tribes youth and Sisters Youth Transition Program focus groups 
reported their communities experienced harm due to the intersectionality of white 
settler colonialism, white supremacy, and climate change.

The number one thing that we try to protect is our hunting, fishing 
and gathering rights. You can’t fish, the fish that we use to, or we 
can’t gather the things that we used to because they no longer grow 
here or like, or we don’t want to gather wocus out of the lake because 
the lake is so gross, like, like that affects our livelihood, or even if 
it’s not our livelihood anymore, our connection to our ancestors, our 
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connection to our culture, our traditions. So just because climate 
change is affecting our rights to our traditions, I think that that’s 
one of the things that could be affecting our mental health and our 
physical health.

For American Indians, Alaska Natives and indigenous communities worldwide, 
culture and identity are tied to the land. How environmental degradation and 
climate change have negatively impacted indigenous culture, identity, livelihood 
and well-being are well documented. (12) 

Rogue Climate participants reflected on the effect of drought and fires on the 
entire community of Latina, Latino and Latinx migrant families. They talked 
specifically about the effect on farmworkers, including the death of a member of 
their community.

And I think about the man who died, the farmworker. And that 
is what it took, it took someone to legitimately die in our fields 
for OSHA to make new rules about heat and smoke. It’s just so 
heartbreaking and so frustrating … We are on the front lines and 
very rarely spoken to about it, very rarely highlighted.

Young people across focus groups emphasized the need to address climate 
change and racial injustice together. They highlighted the history of exclusion of 
Black, Indigenous and people of color in the climate and environmental activism 
communities. Youth brought forward the need to address climate change and 
support youth mental health by addressing:

• Historical practices that continue to minoritize and oppress Black, 
Indigenous and people of color

• Systems that perpetuate consumerism and waste, and

• Practices that damage the earth.

Youth also expressed a sense of hope and resilience
When asked about hope and resilience in the face of climate change, youth talked 
about family, community, knowledge and focusing on the positive.

But I think the one person that gives me the most hope is my younger 
sister. She is five. So, in about, like, a couple [of] years, it’ll be pretty 
hard for her to be here. But, um, I guess, you know, she’s a very big 
reason why, like, I fight this fight, because, you know, she deserves to 
kind of live in [sic] a good planet
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It’s like important to kind of appreciate the small wins because those 
small wins can oftentimes lead to like, bigger, bigger things, but it 
[sic] can often be overlooked in the grand scheme of things.

I learned about how climate change is intersectional … how it’s kind 
of a structural problem. That gave me a lot of hope because I realized 
that there was [sic] a lot of solutions that are good for climate 
change, and good for people and good for like low income and Black, 
Indigenous and people of color. The way it had been framed up to 
that point for me was, either you save the climate and sacrifice the 
economy and everyone who has a job will lose their job, or you save 
the economy and sacrifice the climate. And that was the dichotomy 
that had been perpetually framed for all of us for a long time. And 
so like, getting involved with activism, and like learning that there 
are good solutions that benefit people and deconstruct racism and 
deconstruct colonialism, while also reducing carbon emissions. The 
fact that that exists is so powerful. And like brought me a lot of hope.
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Cross-sectoral perspectives

Eight professionals from the public health, mental health and education sectors 
were interviewed about climate change impacts. The themes that emerged among 
this group were similar to the youth focus groups. Key informants reported youth 
expressing a lot of distress related to climate change.

I see an equal number, if not more youth, who are spending a lot of 
[time with feelings of] hopelessness and despair that there will not be 
a planet for them to grow older. 

[Youth] don’t feel like they’re in control of their destiny. That has 
very poignant mental health implications. 

The uncertainty is created over the future … what are things going to 
look like? What can we sustain with climate change?

I think these kids are disconnected from the earth and each other. 
And so, I think in terms of mental health, they’re suffering in solitude 
and isolation in ways we’ve never seen

Many key informants pointed out that anxiety and depression are normal and 
healthy responses to the climate crisis:

I don’t like the mental health industry very much because we don’t 
acknowledge the world and the absurdity of the world often enough. 
We focus on individuals and their problems … With the way we talk 
about mental health … it’s all about their depression, their anxiety, 
the things that are wrong with them, and how they don’t interface 
with the world well enough. Climate change is such a specific 
example of why that is an absolutely a [sic] useless model, the world 
is the problem, the world will not look the same, it will not exist the 
same way. It needs to be fixed.

And reaffirming that we are in some serious shit right now.  
And if you’re feeling depressed or anxious or hopeless, that’s  
an understandable response. So how can we mobilize to change  
that together?

Participants reported personal experiences living in communities affected by 
wildfire and smoke. Some key informants working in schools in Southern Oregon 
reported how youth mental health was impacted by recent extreme weather 
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events, including youth experiencing re-traumatization, anxiety, depression, and 
compounded isolation from COVID-19 and smoke from fires.

When you think about the fact that 30% of our students lost their 
homes and lost their community, lost the ability to be here in their 
community and be connected with them, that has just had a huge 
impact on our entire school, and our entire community. And so of 
course, that’s climate change.

Even though it is not likely another fire is going to happen.  
I think that there are things that will trigger a response, like the 
wind, like really hot, really dry days, like the smoke. In terms of 
other things that I see happening with kids; isolation has created 
some real anxieties and [for] some students and some depression  
in some students.

And so, I think these kids are like, well, fire is going to happen again 
next summer, right? Or it’s just a constant state of fear as opposed to 
a one-time event. I think that’s where the anxiety is really living.

The research team conducted these interviews during the COVID-19 global 
pandemic, almost a year after the September 2020 wildfires. The interviews were 
also just a month or two after the extreme heat wave that hit parts of Oregon 
in the summer of 2021. Some key informants drew connections between the 
pandemic, climate change and social isolation.

The pandemic and climate change both have had a really huge 
impact on [mental health] with people. It’s led to people being 
isolated, it’s led to people losing their social support network. 

If it’s too hot outside, people can’t go see one another, they can’t 
recreate. If the air is unsafe to breathe, they will be locked inside.
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Youth resilience and wellbeing  
in the face of climate change

Across focus groups and interviews, youth talked about the resilience and 
well-being that they experience. Key informants also talked about observing 
these qualities among youth. These themes from their responses point to needed 
changes or to expanding current strategies and approaches.

Community and culture
Community and culture are themes that came up in a few different ways:

• Creating a stronger sense of community

• Moving away from individualism and toward relationships, and

• Celebrating cultural identity

Youth talked about the importance of community, and how working on climate 
action with other youth significantly helped them. Youth specifically spoke to 
the benefits of having space to talk about the range of feelings related to climate 
change and climate inaction. Many youths acknowledged the focus group as 
an example of an activity that builds connection and resilience in the face of 
climate change.

things that get us all connected to each other and open up space for 
us to have conversations and holding [sic] space for the heaviness of 
what it can feel like to talk about it. 

People like you all, who are also passionate about this, and also going 
through this and it’s so sad sometimes to realize that we’re both 
feeling these feelings, but at the same time, it’s like, I’m not alone. 
If I need to talk to someone, which is the way I cope with things, I 
can go to people, I can talk to people, we can all be mad together 
and find out what to do. And so just moments like these, yes, they’re 
bittersweet. Meeting people like you all gives me hope.  

When we first met [I wondered] what this is gonna look like. But I 
was like hearing myself and I was like, wow, I really, really love this 
space. Right now. I love these questions. I love the shared stories and 
shared experiences. I love hearing people’s thoughts and how they 
process stuff.
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Key informants also spoke about the importance of creating spaces for youth to 
connect and share their feelings about climate change They also spoke about how 
individualism is a barrier to making these connections.

We can create therapeutic spaces by just making space for 
relationships, and that can help build resilience to address whatever 
comes along. But it has to be genuine. And it also has to be trauma-
informed, and culturally responsive. … a big part of this is, students 
should not be required to participate, they should not be told how 
it looks, what it looks like, what it should look like, if they want 
to dance, let them dance, if they want to do art, let them do art, if 
they want to sing, let them sing. But they need to be able to express 
themselves in ways that honor their ways of being known.

I really think that just the American culture of individualism is the 
biggest obstacle. People feel like they’re having to navigate a lot of 
these things on their own.

One key informant identified culture and identity as key to supporting the mental  
health and well-being of Native youth. This informant stated:

Culture is prevention. Because you feel you have trust, you have  
a sense of belonging, and you feel like you have control over  
your destiny.

Celebrating culture, racial identity and heritage is an evidence-based approach 
to fostering well-being by nurturing a sense of belonging, place, and purpose. A 
strong connection to culture and identity can build resiliency and increase the 
ability to cope with and recover from trauma and chronic stress. (14,16) This 
is particularly true for communities who have suffered trauma, oppression or 
violence due to their cultural heritage or racial identity. Studies have found that 
American Indians and Alaska Native youth are less likely to experience poor 
mental health outcomes who:

• Engage in learning their Tribes’ native language, and

• Participate in cultural practices. (15)

Connection with nature and the land 
Participants suggested spending more time in nature and nurturing a relationship 
with the land, the earth, or our natural environment to improve mental health 
and community well-being. The importance of this relationship to well-being is 
central to many indigenous worldviews. It is also recognized by a growing body of 
scientific research. (17,18) The importance of this connection or relationship was 
expressed differently across the youth focus groups and with the key informants. 
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In response to the question, “What makes our communities more resilient?” a 
youth focus group participant responded:

I would say get people outside. As cheesy as that may sound like, I 
missed the days where [sic] you would have to run over to someone’s 
house and knock on their front door be like, “Hey, so and so home?” 
Now it’s like, “hop online, let’s play some Fortnite.” Maybe if we were 
around our own climate a little bit more that would just make us 
more aware.

The same theme was also expressed by another youth participant, who highlighted 
the importance of engaging less in the virtual world and connecting more with the 
physical environment and other tangible things that sustain us.

… our whole lives have become very virtualized where so much 
of what we do is through a screen and so much of our activism 
is through a screen … And trying to reconnect with the actual 
physical things that sustain us, is really, really important. Just being 
connected to your food systems and your community, and repairing 
your own things, and making your own things, not like buying so 
many things… We’ve been growing this separation between ourselves 
and the things that sustain us. And bridging that back is super, super 
important. And it builds community.

The importance of our relationship with the land was discussed among Native 
youth and key informants. A Native key informant who works closely with Tribes 
spoke about the importance of leaders and social workers understanding this 
connection. When asked about what can be done to address and prepare for the 
mental health effects of climate change, she responded:

Taking leadership from indigenous communities around [the] 
land, land management, environmental management, resource 
management, and taking the lead from us and really highlighting for 
our leaders that there is a connection between people’s mental health 
and their relationship to the land.

Social workers need to understand people’s relationship to the land 
and that healing can happen to that relationship.

Increased mental health services 
The need for greater mental health support and services was another theme across 
generations. Key informants stressed the need as they processed the effect of 
climate change on youth mental health.
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There probably is a looming mental health crisis that could occur as 
a result of climate change. And recognizing [sic] there’s going to be 
this increased demand.

We need to prepare youths for being able to face a real problem that 
is facing their future….

One youth participant expressed the need for mental health services specifically 
for youth working in climate activism.

We need a support group for activists, specifically climate activists, 
because a lot of us know the research, we know the policy … just like 
how many times I’ve had to go deep into policy and research, and 
I know what the hell is happening. We need … at our university, a 
therapist or a coordinator or somebody who is doing student wellness 
because we are dealing with this every day. And a lot of folks have 
been doing this work, since they were like 12 or 13 years old, working 
on these climate justice issues. And people are not taking them 
seriously that this is causing serious mental health issues.

Engaging youth in decision-making
Knowledge about climate change could be overwhelming for many youths. 
However, they also talked about climate activism as a source of hope and 
resilience. This theme is woven through many of the quotes in this report.  
Key informants also spoke about the connection between well-being and  
engaged youth:

One of the things that I’ve seen that really kind of creates a sense of 
hope is actually being involved in policy and advocacy and activism. I 
think that’s really, really important. There’s something that happens 
when folks go from being passive bystanders in their community 
to actually being active. And not only recognizing that they can do 
something but then actually doing something. And then if something 
actually comes out of that advocacy, and you have a success, that’s 
even better.

We’ll start making them feel empowered by just creating a space for 
them to sit and for us to say ‘we created this problem and we need 
your help in terms of how it’s impacting you and what to do about it.’
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Spotlights

Through the focus groups, key informant interviews and youth virtual gathering, 
participants expressed the importance of community, social connection, our 
relationship with nature, and engaging youth in decision-making, projects, and 
activities that support their wellbeing and contribute to social change. In this 
section, we spotlight three projects in our region that embody these themes  
and values.

49 Days of Ceremony: Accessing Traditional Indigenous 
Knowledge to Heal Trauma and Improve Health and Well-being  
in Tribal Communities

In collaboration with the Center for Disease Control, Alaska Native Tribal Health 
Research Consortium, Good Medicine Tribal Public Health Consulting Services 
and Tribal Elders in the Pacific Northwest– the Northwest Portland Area Indian 
Health Board is working to develop a public health intervention for AI/AN 
young adults (18-24 years) designed to heal trauma and promote optimal health 
and well-being through accessing traditional Indigenous ways of knowing. This 
intervention could be adapted for adolescents. 

This intervention, 49 Days of Ceremony, applies an Indigenous framework  
for conceptualizing health and encourages people to live full and balanced  
lives through:

• Engaging in traditional Indigenous wellness and healing practices

• Applying ancestral knowledge, and

• Reflecting on Indigenous teachings. (21)

49 Days of Ceremony is about connection; reconnecting with the  
land, our ancestors, our culture and with ourselves, each other  

and all living beings. 

–Danica Love Brown, Northwest Portland Area Indian Health Board

“ “
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The 49 Days of Ceremony conceptual framework is based in seven aspects of 
health and wellness: mental, emotional, physical, and spiritual components, 
Mother Earth (representing our connection of all living things), Father Sky 
(representing our connection to our ancestors and the spiritual realm), and Sacred 
Fire (representing the fire within ourselves and our communities that propels us 
forward on the path to healing and wellness, or volition). (Figure 1)   

49 Days of Ceremony can be applied to a project or activity centered on cultural 
practices such as canoe journey, building a longhouse or sweat lodge. The 
framework points to learning areas that can be integrated into the health or 
wellness activity. The NPAIHB will be piloting this intervention with two Native 
communities in the Pacific Northwest.

Phoenix-Talent School District Story Circles
The Hearth is a non-profit organization based in Ashland, Oregon. The Hearth 
teaches and promotes storytelling to build and strengthen relationships within 

Figure 1
49 Days of Ceremony Framework
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and across communities. In the wake of the 2020 wildfires, The Hearth trained 
volunteers in:

• Compassionate listening techniques

• Collecting survivors’ stories and

• Making connections to individuals, resource sites, nonprofit organizations 
and relief efforts across southern Oregon.

Relying on their Compassionate Listening Team, comprised equally of Latinx 
and White English-speaking leaders, The Hearth invited students to learn 
about mutual social-emotional care through “story talk” — narrating personal 
experiences to peers who listened compassionately. Facilitators led sessions with 
students in both the Phoenix High School and Talent Middle School. Classes 
ranged from eight to thirty students in a class and were made up of 7th, 8th, 
11th, and 12th graders. Students engaged in exercises that allowed them to write, 
reflect, listen, and share their personal experiences and stories. The objectives in 
each class were to:

• Help students connect with themselves and with one another through sharing 
personal experiences.

• Learn skills for compassionate listening.

• Understand how the language of the story functions.

• Explore and practice telling and listening to stories. 

• Notice the elements of good storytelling (for example, listening, sensory 
details, and desire).

• Learn skills for offering peer-to-peer emotional care.

Increasing evidence associates storytelling with improved health indicators and 
outcomes. Digital storytelling with the elderly has been studied recently. It was 
associated with improved brain health, memory and social engagement. (22) 
Similar findings have been observed for younger age groups too; one recent study 
found that a group of children recovering from illness in the hospital who engaged 
with stories had decreased cortisol when compared to a group who had a different 
kind of social interaction with adults. (23)
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Storytelling is a community healing strategy adaptable to different cultures and 
contexts. It can help people make meaning out of suffering and  support healing 
from different kinds of trauma. In the research literature, storytelling has been 
used to help children and adults heal from:

• Family violence

• Physical illness

• Disasters, and

• Environmental and climate-related trauma. (24–28)

A more detailed description of this project can be found here.

Healing-centered engagement: The Manzanita Project
Healing-Centered Engagement (HCE) is a holistic approach to healing trauma 
that involves “culture, spirituality, civic action, and collective healing.” It views 
trauma as a shared experience rather than an individual one. It contrasts with 
more deficit-based Western models by focusing on the possibility of well-being 
rather than focusing on illness. It also draws from community healing practices 
used across cultures and times. (29,30)

The Manzanita Project, a partnership between the Phoenix School District and 
Talent Maker City is a beautiful example of HCE in the context of disaster-
related trauma and recovery. These partners engaged students in creating an 
art installation along the Bear Creek Greenway, an area significantly affected 
by the 2020 wildfires. The purpose was to commemorate the strength shown by 
the Rogue Valley following the Almeda fire. Talent Middle School and Phoenix 
High School students contributed to the project by creating metal sculptures and 
watercolor paintings depicting manzanita trees and creating interpretive signs.

Circles themselves are healing. To be heard and accepted by your 
community is healing. This is different than Western models of 

therapy where emotional trauma is hidden in professional offices and 
dealt with by specialized trained therapists. These Western models 
treat hard life experiences as shameful and dangerous. In circles 

students normalize difficult situations, recognize they are not alone, 
and discover that within the group there is enough care and  

wisdom to hold one another.

                                              –Facilitator, former school counselor

“

“

https://www.oregon.gov/oha/PH/HEALTHYENVIRONMENTS/CLIMATECHANGE/Documents/Story%20Circles%20Case%20Study%202.2.2022.pdf
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Several summer school classes in the Phoenix-
Talent area took part in this project. Students had 
an opportunity to reflect on their own resilience as 
they learned about the resilience of nature and plants. 
Many of them had lost their homes in the fire. Middle 
school students created four interpretive signs that 
were placed along the Bear Creek Greenway. The 
signs were about the wildfire event, the restoration 
plan, the importance of a healthy creek habitat, and 
why the manzanita tree is a symbol of resilience. They 
conducted the research, wrote the text and designed 
the signs. They also determined that the signs should be 
in Spanish.

As part of the class, students walked through the city 
and the greenway that were just starting to show signs of 
recovery. They wrote poems based on their observations 
of recovery and on the signs of encouragement that 
community members had posted around the area. 
When asked to reflect on their experience of observing 
the regrowth in the greenway, a few students shared:

Seeing the water, flowers and trees makes 
me have hope for life to be restored. I can 
see it might take a couple of years to be 
restored completely, but it is worth it.

I have hope for the trees because seeing how 
the bark is regrowing gives hope that the 
trees could recover and have lots of green 
leaves. Even though the trees look burned, 
the roots stay strong.

They chose the manzanita tree as a symbol of resilience  
because it needs fire in order to regenerate and grow. 

                        –Sandra Tringolo, Phoenix Middle School Teacher
“

“
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Future directions and partnerships

As climate change accelerates, it will continue to affect emotional and mental 
well-being. Recent studies have found that climate stressors including climate 
anxiety are disproportionately affecting the well-being of our youth. They are 
reporting feelings of hopelessness, powerlessness and despair as they face the 
accelerating climate crisis. This is of particular concern given that youth have 
already experienced a decline in mental health indicators over the last decade. 
The simultaneous youth mental health crisis and climate crisis may create a 
situation that uniquely and disproportionately harms the well-being of youth.

There are many governmental agencies, educational institutions, non-profit 
organizations, community groups and corporations working on either of these two 
intersecting crises. In addition to amplifying these efforts, we see a growing need 
for collaboration and cross-pollination across these sectors to leverage resources 
to support youth mental health as we collectively face the escalating threat and 
uncertainty of climate change. 

Below are areas for growth, improvement and investments based on this study and 
input from professional and youth advisors.

Increase youth agency, belonging and hope by sharing power in decision-
making about climate and mental health policy and solutions.

• Take youth seriously as equal partners to adults in addressing the climate 
crisis and the youth mental health crisis.

• Invest in programs, organizations and projects where youth meaningfully 
engage in these topics and policy changes that affect them.

• Provide stipends, funding or both to youth for their engagement.

Build upon solutions and actions already identified to address each of 
these crises:

• Educators and mental health professionals:

 » Learn about climate change and its impacts on future generations and 
take youth’s concerns seriously.

 » Learn about how climate change can contribute to and exacerbate 
depression and anxiety. Also, learn how to engage with youth on  
this topic.

 » When you talk about mental health and wellness, acknowledge the 
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relationship of mental health with historical inequities, governmental 
policies and climate change environmental degradation. 

 » Make space for youth to process emotions related to climate change.

 » Look for opportunities to acknowledge and strengthen youth’s 
connections with each other, the larger community, and the natural  
and physical environment.

• Climate change and environmental professionals:

 » Learn how to apply healing-centered principles when you engage  
and communicate with youth about climate change. A healing- 
centered approach involves culture, spirituality, civic action, and 
collective healing. 

 » Prioritize climate solutions that have mental health co-benefits.

• Government and agencies:

 » Take action to reduce greenhouse gas emissions that drive wildfires, 
excessive heat and other climate change impacts, and invest in measures 
to help communities adapt to existing and anticipated impacts.

 » Co-develop policies and legislation with youth that address the root 
causes of both climate change and its effect on mental health.

 » Learn about the mental health impacts of climate change and the effect 
on different communities and populations.

 » Take leadership in advancing youth-identified priorities. 

 » Create systems for accountability to youth.

Increase investments in school and community mental health services 
to meet increasing demands to support youth, family and community 
well-being.

• Expand mental health services and expertise. Include prevention and early 
intervention when young people are stressed and distressed before their 
health and well-being are significantly affected.

• Provide social and emotional learning in schools and youth and family-
serving agencies to increase skills for youth, families and communities to 
manage stress and depression.

• Fund mental health services and community supports in every district to 
create school safe havens for cultivating student and educator resilience and 
healing that is culturally and linguistically responsive, trauma-sensitive, and 
multi-tiered mental health services and community supports in every district 
to create school safe havens for cultivating student and educator resilience 
and healing.
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• Invest in supports that foster healing-focused, trauma-responsive workplaces 
for all school employees. Support districts with these whole-school efforts to 
become safe havens and strengthen resilience for every student and educator.

Trauma-informed (similar to trauma-sensitive, or trauma-responsive) care is a 
strengths-based framework that:

• Is grounded in an understanding of and responsiveness to the impact  
of trauma.

• Emphasizes physical, psychological and emotional safety for both  
providers and survivors, and

• Creates opportunities for survivors to rebuild a sense of control  
and empowerment.
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Appendix

Key Oregon initiatives and actions to support youth 
well-being

Healthier Together Oregon is Oregon’s 2020-2014 State Health Improvement Plan 
(SHIP) developed with input from representatives of 69 organizations across the state. 
The plan identifies five priorities to improve the health of people in Oregon. Of these 
five, three are particularly relevant to youth mental health and climate change:

• Adversity, trauma and toxic stress

• Behavioral health, and

• Institutional bias. (31)

Child & Family Behavioral Health Policy Vision was developed by OHA’s Office of 
Behavioral Health in 2020. It outlines the vision and five-year work plan for policy and 
program direction to be co-created with consumer and stakeholder input. (32)

Youth Suicide Intervention and Prevention Plan 2021-2025 was developed by OHA 
in partnership with the University of Oregon Suicide Prevention Lab and the Oregon 
Alliance to Prevent Suicide. It captures the lessons learned over five years since the 
pervious plan. It also lays out a vision for what else we must address to keep moving 
toward health and wellness for Oregon’s youth. (33)

Integrated Model of Mental Health is a framework to promote youth mental health 
support in schools developed by the Oregon Department of Education. It recognizes 
and emphasizes the strengths, resilience and ways of knowing each person in a school 
community and prioritizes voice, choice, empowerment and transparency. (34)

https://healthiertogetheroregon.org/priorities/
https://www.oregon.gov/oha/HSD/BH-Child-Family/Documents/draft-vision-paper2020.pdf
https://sharedsystems.dhsoha.state.or.us/DHSForms/Served/le8875.pdf
https://www.oregon.gov/ode/students-and-family/equity/SchoolSafety/Pages/Integrated-Model-of-Mental-Health.aspx
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