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Learning Objectives
• Describe how climate change is affecting children’s health
• Explore practical strategies for discussing climate change 

with patients and families
• Identify ways pediatric clinicians can get involved in 

education and advocacy around climate change



Roadmap
• Motivation – Why talk about climate change?

• Clinical situation – What are the health effects of CC on kids*?

• Communication – why don’t we talk about CC with our patients, why should we, and how can we?

• Education – where can we learn more?

*We’ll focus on kids in Maine for this talk



Disclaimers

I’m not a climate scientist – I’m a pediatrician

I’m assuming a general agreement that climate change is real, 
it is happening now, and it is largely human-caused.

This is a huge topic – we’re just starting the conversation today.

This talk is not meant to be doom and gloom!



Approaching from 
a place of hope 
and agency: We 
have a choice

Art: Adam Simpson on 
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22329760-
500-we-can-build-a-sustainable-world-if-you-want-it/
Idea: Lisa Patel

https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22329760-500-we-can-build-a-sustainable-world-if-you-want-it/
https://www.newscientist.com/article/mg22329760-500-we-can-build-a-sustainable-world-if-you-want-it/


Why are we talking about this? 

Climate change is a 
health issue – and 

presents a huge 
opportunity!

Pediatricians are 
uniquely poised to 

care and advocate – 
because we think 

about kids’ futures

People listen to us (no 
really, they do!)



Setting the Stage: Climate Change in Maine

Maine is getting hotter and wetter, and experiencing more extremes
• Winter is warming fastest (5F compared to a century ago)
• Warm season for 2010-2023 is 2 weeks longer, and winter is 2 weeks 

shorter, compared to 1901-2000 
• Interannual precipitation variability is increasing – dry periods are drier, 

wet periods are wetter
• More days of extreme heat
• Storms are more extreme



Maine Climate Council Scientific and Technical Subcommittee. Scientific Assessment of Climate Change and Its Effects in Maine, 
2024 Update. https://www.maine.gov/future/sites/maine.gov.future/files/inline-files/STS_2024_digital.pdf



Maine Climate Council Scientific and Technical Subcommittee. Scientific Assessment of Climate Change and Its Effects in Maine, 
2024 Update. https://www.maine.gov/future/sites/maine.gov.future/files/inline-files/STS_2024_digital.pdf



Roadmap
• Motivation – Why talk about climate change?

• Clinical situation – What are the health effects of CC on kids*?

• Communication – why don’t we talk about CC with our patients, why should we, and how can we?

• Education – where can we learn more?

*We’ll focus on kids in Maine for this talk



Health effects of climate 
change on Maine’s kids



Kids are 
uniquely 

vulnerable to 
the effects of 

climate 
change.

• Higher exposure to 
air/food/water per kg

• Unique behavior and 
developmental stages

• Changing physiology
• Dependence on caregivers



Case 1
You are a pediatric hospitalist on shift 
in mid-August. You get a consult from 
the ED to see a 14-year-old male 
football player who was brought in by 
EMS after becoming dizzy and vomiting 
during a preseason practice. 



Extreme 
Heat in 
Maine?





Heat and Kids

• Heat-related illness
• Learning and school performance

• ME, NH, VT are among the states with 
highest projected learning losses per 
child from high and low A/C coverage. (EPA 
2023)

• Social-emotional: outdoor play, interaction 
with other kids

• Reduced efficacy of some medications



Physiologic Acclimatization

Fry 2020.



Infrastructure

EPA. 2023. Climate Change and Children’s Health and Well-Being in the 
United States. U.S. Environmental Protection Agency, EPA 430-R-23-001. 



Readiness

https://koreystringer.institute.uconn.edu/hsssp-maine/

https://fas.org/publication/extreme-heat-schools/

Shortridge et al. 2022



Keeping students safe

Arizona Department of Health Services. Managing Extreme Heat Recommendations for Schools: 
Pilot Version. April 2021. https://www.azdhs.gov/documents/preparedness/epidemiology-disease-
control/extreme-weather/heat/managing-extreme-heat-recommendations-for-schools.pdf



Keeping athletes safe

• Highest risk heat illness in first 2 weeks 
of team practices

• Graded workout intensity 
• Morning/evening workouts
• Water/rest breaks, loose light clothing
• Teach coaches and kids the signs of 

heat illness

https://www.dvusd.org/Page/71330



Case 2
You are a primary care pediatrician 
seeing a 9-year-old girl as a follow-up 
after her 3rd ED visit this year for status 
asthmaticus. She has had increasing 
need for ED care, more rounds of 
systemic steroids, and increasing dose 
of controller medication to control her 
asthma. Her primary triggers seem to 
be seasonal allergies and URIs.



Aeroallergens & Asthma

• Allergens are more numerous and more 
allergenic

• Allergy season is longer

• Pollen can heighten the risk of viral 
infection



Climate change itself 
worsens air quality  
worsens asthma

Ozone exposure associated with increased asthma 
exacerbations, increased ED visits, increased risk of developing 
asthma





The 
Aeroexposome

Beggs 2021



Helping pts with 
asthma & allergies
• Address the Sx, not the season
• Educate patients about 

exposure
• Make indoor air cleaner
• Cut carbon pollution



Case 3
12-year-old boy tells his camp 
counselor he found a rash on his arm 
this morning. The counselor sends him 
to you, the camp doctor, for further 
evaluation.



Climate Change & Lyme Disease

https://www.epa.gov/climate-indicators/climate-change-indicators-lyme-disease



Climate Change & Lyme Disease

Climate change can influence distribution of Lyme, tick abundance, onset 
of Lyme season, timing and height of peak Lyme incidence, duration of 
Lyme season 
• Higher humidity, increased precipitation increase larval success
• Northern limit of distribution is determined by low temp (as low temp 

increases, distribution increases Northward)
• ME, NH, VT may experience the greatest increase in Lyme disease rates 

in the US (EPA 2023)



Preventing Vector-Borne Diseases

https://www.cdc.gov/lyme/communication-resources/index.html



Case 4
During a well-child visit, the mother of 
your 6-year-old patient reports that her 
daughter has been having nightmares, 
has had trouble concentrating in school, 
and seems more prone to emotional 
outbursts since their home and family 
business were flooded catastrophically 
during the “Grinch Storm” in Hallowell 
last December.



Associated Press



Mental Health
• Climate-related disasters

• Trauma of event itself
• Displacement from home, community
• School disruption
• Economic insecurity

• Air pollution

• Elevated temperatures

• Fears about the future
• Climate anxiety/eco-anxiety
• Solastalgia 



Figure 1. Worry about climate change and 
impact on functioning
The graph shows the proportion of the 
sample reporting a negative impact on 
functioning from their feelings about climate 
change and various levels of worry about 
climate change. Data are shown for the whole 
sample (n=10 000) and by country (n=1000 
per country)

Hickman et al. 2021



Helping kids with the mental health effects of 
climate change: Addressing Toxic Stress

Ensuring post-disaster 
mental health support, 
rapid reunification, and 

restoration of safety

Harnessing the power of 
a supportive adult who 

models resilience

Promoting healthy risk-
taking

Providing ongoing mental 
health care

Increasing green space 
access

Encouraging physical 
activity



Helping kids with the mental health effects of 
climate change: Parent-Child Communication



Helping kids with the mental health effects of 
climate change: Fostering Agency

https://www.maine.gov/climateplan/climateandme



Roadmap
• Motivation – Why talk about climate change?
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• Communication – why don’t we talk about CC with our patients, why should we, and how can we?

• Education – where can we learn more?

*We’ll focus on kids in Maine for this talk



Communicating with 
Patients About Climate 

Change



Why should 
we talk more 
about climate 
change?

• It is impacting and will impact our patients’ 
health and lives

• Kids are worried about it

• Their parents are worried about it

• Doctors are (still) trusted sources of information

• We are good at discussing all kinds of 
controversial things with our patients* 

• Oh, and also… AAP officially recommends that 
health effects of climate change be incorporated 
into routine anticipatory guidance as of 2015

*Gun safety! Vaccines! Sexual & reproductive 
health! Etc.



Why don’t we 
talk about 
climate 
change?

• Time pressure
• Fear of jeopardizing doctor-patient 

relationship
• Not sure how to do it
• Don’t think it will work
• …



The Six Americas





Carlson and Andersen 2024



“Large majorities of liberal, moderate and conservative families 
responded positively to the guidance.”



• 4% of parents said cc discussed during WCV over the past year

• 80% agreed/strongly agreed that health impacts of climate change 
should be discussed at WCV

• Fewer thought other topics should be covered, incl. preparation, 
reduction, talking to decision makers about cc



How can we talk more about climate change 
and health?

Be ready! We have “spiels” for all 
kinds of other issues

Link it to the here and now in your 
visit (summer safety, winter 

activities, tick bites, 
asthma/allergies, mental health, 

diet, etc.)

Be curious and open, take your 
patients’ leads

Listen without judgement Find shared connections (your 
“why”)



Addressing Barriers
Challenge Ideas

Lack of time - Take advantage of asynchronous screening
- Have a spiel
- Make it part of tailored history and anticipatory guidance (ex: For 

asthma visit, ask about proximity to highway, counsel about air 
filters)

- Use pre-made educational materials
Lack of knowledge - Use pre-made educational materials

- Seek out CME opportunities
What difference will it make? 
Will it risk the physician-patient 
relationship?

- Remember – patients and families want to talk about this, and they 
trust you!

- Tailor counseling to individual patient/family
Lack of support - Know you are backed by AAP recommendations

- Know that most health professionals support communicating with 
the public about climate change and health

Adapted from Kotcher et al. 2024.



Philipsborn et al. 2021



Senay et al. 2020



Philipsborn et al. 2021.
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Where to learn more & get involved

• ME AAP Environmental Health & 
Climate Change Committee!

• Medical Society Consortium on 
Climate & Health

• Physicians for Social 
Responsibility, Maine Chapter

• Alliance of Maine Health 
Professionals for Climate Action



Resources for 
Pediatricians

• Harvard School of Public Health C-CHANGE: Toolkit on 
Climate, Kids, & Health: https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/c-
change/research/kids-and-climate/

• WHO Toolkit for health professionals: Communicating on 
climate change and health: 
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240090224

• AAP Climate Change page: https://www.aap.org/en/patient-
care/climate-
change/?srsltid=AfmBOop2w_AEJpGc8JaQ7GL1okiWiCzdGI
VmbzEYg8kDdLd0Ukt8NeDT

• HealthyChildren.org 

• Maine Climate Council: 
https://www.maine.gov/future/climate/council

• ClimateRx: Info for patients and health professionals: 
https://www.climaterx.org/

https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/c-change/research/kids-and-climate/
https://www.hsph.harvard.edu/c-change/research/kids-and-climate/
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240090224
https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/climate-change/?srsltid=AfmBOop2w_AEJpGc8JaQ7GL1okiWiCzdGIVmbzEYg8kDdLd0Ukt8NeDT
https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/climate-change/?srsltid=AfmBOop2w_AEJpGc8JaQ7GL1okiWiCzdGIVmbzEYg8kDdLd0Ukt8NeDT
https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/climate-change/?srsltid=AfmBOop2w_AEJpGc8JaQ7GL1okiWiCzdGIVmbzEYg8kDdLd0Ukt8NeDT
https://www.aap.org/en/patient-care/climate-change/?srsltid=AfmBOop2w_AEJpGc8JaQ7GL1okiWiCzdGIVmbzEYg8kDdLd0Ukt8NeDT
https://www.maine.gov/future/climate/council
https://www.climaterx.org/


Thank you!
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