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Abstract

Young people and university students are particularly

vulnerable to the mental health effects of climate

change due to their prolonged lifetime exposure to, and

increased contact with, climate change and related

information through learning. Despite this, little

research exists on how university students cope with

climate change from a psychological perspective. In

this large qualitative study, we analysed data from an

online survey to investigate how students (N = 823) of

a large UK university cope with climate change. This

survey covered which climate change situations were

triggering for them, preferences for support-seeking,

and specific coping strategies. Conceptual content anal-

ysis revealed that challenging situations included navi-

gating climate change information, climate justice

issues, climatic changes and environmental losses and

climate change dismissal. Findings from qualitative

framework analysis further showed four ways students

coped with these: by reducing the mental load of cli-

mate change, doing something constructive, seeking

social support and meaning and doomist thinking and

behaviour. While many students highlighted the

importance of social connections, a small minority con-

sidered seeking professional support. These findings
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partly support and expand on climate change-related

coping literature and have implications for how higher

education settings communicate about and act on cli-

mate change.

KEYWORD S

climate anxiety, climate change, climate change coping,
climate change emotions, mental wellbeing, student mental
health

INTRODUCTION

Climate change can affect individuals' mental health directly, such as through traumatic stress
responses or anxiety after a climate disaster (World Health Organization [WHO], 2023). Climate
change can also impact mental health in the long-term and indirectly due to factors like forced
displacement and disruptions to social cohesion (World Health Organization [WHO], 2023).
When considering these impacts on mental wellbeing, young people are especially at risk, given
their prolonged life-time exposure to climate change and awareness of the climate crisis
(Lawrance et al., 2022; Maran & Begotti, 2021; Ogunbode et al., 2020). Indeed, 80% of young
people in the UK recently reported being at least “somewhat” worried about climate change
(Hickman et al., 2021).

University students may be a sub-group of young people especially at risk of the negative
mental health effects of climate change, since they experience a particularly high exposure to
distressing climate change information in their learning, critical thinking, and engagement with
current events (e.g., Eriksson et al., 2022; Maran & Begotti, 2021). However, support, such as
providing space to discuss difficult emotions alongside teaching, is often not provided (Verlie
et al., 2020). This is despite growing evidence that students experience distressing and intense
levels of climate change emotions and negative thoughts (Eriksson et al., 2022; Hill-Harding
et al., in press; Kelly, 2017). While recent literature argues that moderate amounts of climate
change-related anxiety can be adaptive by motivating action, overwhelming levels negatively
impact mental health and can lead to action paralysis (Heeren & Clayton, 2026). This “boomer-
ang effect” may be related to disaster-focused information about climate change that lacks emo-
tional support. To be able to provide pro-active and adequate support, it is important to
understand how students seek support and enact coping within their social systems. To address
this, we investigated university students' support-seeking tendencies and intentions for climate
change-related mental health impacts at a large UK university.

Coping in the context of climate change

Over the past decades, much coping literature has split the ways individuals cope with difficult
emotions into high-level categories of function, where the focus is on the outcome (function) a
coping strategy serves, rather than the coping behaviour performed (see e.g., Ágoston
et al., 2022; Folkman & Lazarus, 1980; Lazarus, 1993; Ojala, 2013). This approach has also been
used by researchers looking at how individuals cope with climate change (e.g., Ojala, 2013;
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Ojala & Bengtsson, 2019). Wullenkord and Ojala (2023), for instance, categorised Swedish ado-
lescents' coping strategies into three high-level categories: 1) problem-focused coping entails
attempts to solve the problem (e.g., through climate activism); 2) meaning-focused coping
entails fostering positive emotions rather than downregulating negative ones; and 3) emotion-
focused coping means regulating uncomfortable emotions. For climate change, this may
include avoiding information about climate change or distancing oneself from climate worry
(Ojala, 2013). These different categories also seemed to serve different purposes. For instance,
problem-focused coping seemed to relate most strongly to pro-environmental behaviour
(Ojala, 2013; Ojala & Bengtsson, 2019). Meaning-focused coping uniquely related to climate
optimism (Ojala, 2013), and emotion-focused deemphasising related negatively to pro-
environmental behaviour and subjective climate change knowledge (Ojala, 2013).

In a qualitative study, Zaremba et al. (2023) likewise found that Polish climate-concerned
adults used a range of coping strategies that could be classified as emotion-focused, problem-
focused, and meaning-focused. Emotion-focused strategies included, for example, avoiding cli-
mate change-related information or withdrawal from relationships that produced climate
change-related disputes and emotional burden. Problem-focused strategies included engage-
ment in climate activism or individual mitigation efforts. Coping strategies like reappraising
responsibility for climate change or accepting the inevitability of its losses were classified as
meaning-focused. Participants seemed to use individual problem-focused strategies
(e.g., travelling sustainably) to help with feelings of guilt and unpreparedness, while collective
problem-focused strategies (e.g., organised activism) were associated with positive emotions, a
sense of empowerment, meaning, belonging and improved wellbeing. Meaning-focused strate-
gies seemed to help participants gain perspective and change their perception of climate
change. This suggests that different coping strategies serve different purposes when coping with
climate change.

Moving away from coping categories

In a critical perspective on this literature, Skinner et al. (2003) described this categorisation of
coping strategies as problematic, since it is not coping categories but rather coping actions that
have and serve functions to wellbeing. Skinner therefore recognised such theoretical higher-
order categories as useful for evaluating different coping strategies' effects. However, grouping
coping strategies into action categories—meaning behavioural, cognitive and emotional pro-
cesses aimed at achieving a goal—may be more beneficial (e.g., categories like support-seeking
and information seeking instead of problem-focused coping; rumination and emotion-
regulation instead of emotion-focused; and categories like spiritual support-seeking and positive
cognitive restructuring instead of meaning-focused coping). These action categories should
allow a more accurate reflection of individuals' coping behaviours that is less abstracted for the
sake of theory-building.

Perhaps a useful compromise between these approaches is a proposal by Stallman (2020).
As suggested by Skinner et al. (2003), Stallman classified coping strategies in terms of their
action categories but also provided higher-order categories by distinguishing between
their anticipated consequences for an individual's wellbeing. The approach theorises that indi-
viduals turn to unhealthy strategies when healthy strategies are unavailable or insufficiently
effective (e.g., when an individual has limited mental resources or external role models avail-
able to them). Similarly, it assumes that individuals will generally move from lower-intensity
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strategies (e.g., self-soothing) to higher-intensity strategies (e.g., professional support) with
increasing distress. Both of these theorisations have indeed been empirically observed in how
university students cope with emotional challenges (Stallman et al., 2021).

Coping as a situational construct

Coping also seems to depend on the context in which an individual experiences. Early coping
research already stated that people are more variable in their coping than they are consistent
(Folkman & Lazarus, 1980) and that they exhibit context-specific use of coping strategies
(Lazarus, 1993). More recent constructivist views of emotion assume that emotions are con-
structed of multiple components, including affect, cognitive processes, meaning-making, social
artefacts and others (Gendron & Barrett, 2009). These are assumed to be culturally relative,
meaning that learned social, cultural and societal norms influence and explain individuals' vari-
ety in emotional experiences and expressions (Gendron & Barrett, 2009). Over time and across
various emotional experiences, such learned constructions accumulate in memory and form the
basis for future emotional experiences in similar situations (Lebois et al., 2020). Thus, different
forms of the same emotion may be experienced depending on the emotion's situational adapta-
tion (e.g., fear of social rejection vs. fear of physical harm; Lebois et al., 2020). It seems, there-
fore, that different theoretical views assume emotions and coping strategies to be context
dependent.

In line with this are recent findings that showed climate anxiety to vary largely between dif-
ferent types of situations (Hill-Harding et al., 2026). Thus, individuals tended to generally recall
low levels of climate anxiety for some situations (e.g., ‘Engaging in climate activism’) and high
climate anxiety for others (e.g., ‘Hearing about climate catastrophes on the news’; Hill-Harding
et al., 2026). Climate anxiety intensity further varied largely between individuals, meaning some
people tended to experience higher climate anxiety than others, even for the same situations
(Hill-Harding et al., 2026). This provides empirical evidence for the importance of situational
contexts for how emotions like climate anxiety are experienced. No research has yet investi-
gated, however, which types of situational contexts require individuals to use different strategies
to cope with climate change emotions.

In this paper, we looked at both types of situations in which students had to actively cope
with climate change and what types of strategies they used. To see whether students' general
coping experiences with climate change differ from those in specific triggering situations, we
additionally explored their coping strategies more generally, over different contexts.

Overview

Using a largely qualitative approach, we investigated climate change-related support-seeking
tendencies and coping strategies of students at a large UK university by analysing pre-existing
survey data (see Hill-Harding et al., in press). We analysed count data on support-seeking and
explored qualitative findings on students' coping strategies using an exploratory framework
analysis. By doing so, we aimed to achieve both in-depth insights and broad first understand-
ings of students' coping and support-seeking tendencies. We addressed the following research
questions:
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Q1) What are students' support-seeking tendencies for climate change-related mental
health impacts? (I.e., what proportion of students has previously sought support and/or
would seek support for climate change-related mental health in the future?)
Q2a) How do university students cope with climate anxiety/climate change emotions in
specific situations?
Q2b) How do university students cope with climate anxiety/climate change emotions more
generally over time?
Q3) In what types of situations do students use coping strategies to regulate climate anxi-
ety/climate change emotions?

METHODS

See https://archive.org/details/osf-registrations-s3uvf-v1 for this study's registration. For
all data, analyses and materials, see https://osf.io/pd4j3/overview?view_only=
b707e21357b646a2aab3399ddc667e41. We used minimal quantitative count analyses from
multiple-choice survey questions to support largely qualitative analyses from open-ended survey
questions. This approach was selected to enable the uncovering of unexpected and novel (induc-
tive) insights from qualitative responses regarding coping, which could not have been derived
from a quantitative scale. We used count data to provide a brief background of students' support-
seeking tendencies. Qualitative data provided a richer insight into students' experiences of climate
change and coping, allowing us to find evidence of unexpected descriptions and meanings of stu-
dents' lived experiences (i.e., participants' own accounts of their experiences may have been dif-
ferent from those that simplified numeric survey questions would have been able to capture). All
data were analysed within the same timeframe. For qualitative analyses, we followed the qualita-
tive research design guidelines by the American Psychological Association (American Psychologi-
cal Association, 2024).

Throughout this paper, I, the first author, take an interpretivist epistemological stance and
therefore acknowledge that all findings and interpretations are subjective to the research con-
text and my own background, assumptions and that I need to negotiate the potential for
implicit biases. My lived experience of climate anxiety and personal views on climate justice are
two examples of how my truths and values have shaped the development of research questions,
analysis and data interpretations. For a full positionality statement, see SM-1.

Materials

We analysed pre-existing data, first collected during March/April 2023, taken from Hill-Harding
et al. (in press; see https://osf.io/cwfh7/overview?view_only=4155ca3cc4524a85bc31f61efdb0b3d7,
accessed 1st May 2024). The primary data collection and planned forms of analyses were approved
by the university's College of Medical, Veterinary, and Life Sciences Ethics Committee. Participants
provided informed consent by clicking a box in the initial data collection process.

Regarding Q1, support-seeking tendencies, students were asked: “Have you previously
sought professional mental health support for climate change?” and “Would you like to seek
professional mental health support for climate change in the future?”, with response options
“yes”/”no”/”prefer not to say”.
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We further asked a number of open-ended questions. To discover participants' general cop-
ing strategies (Q2a), we asked: “Please think generally about your emotional experiences with
climate change. How do you generally cope with these in your daily life? How do you handle
the emotions that climate change can trigger?” Regarding coping in specific moments (Q2b)
and the types of triggering situations (Q3), students were asked: “Now, please think back to a
particular situation or moment where you experienced strong emotions about climate change.
Please briefly describe a situation or moment that comes to mind. In this situation or moment,
what do you usually do to cope with those emotions? How do you handle this in the moment?”

Participants

This data was initially collected through online surveys of students at a large research-intensive
university, located in one of the largest cities in the UK (see Hill-Harding et al., in press). The
results are thus contextual to university students at a large UK university that is research-
intensive (i.e., a larger proportion of postgraduate students) with many international students.
The original dataset contained data from 869 volunteer-enrolled participants. Participants were
recruited through in-person advertisements at the university library and through online adver-
tisements, including posts on university TEAMS channels, class emails and relevant Facebook
groups. After participation, students could choose to sign up for a prize draw for one of four £50
Tesco vouchers.

Participants were only excluded from analysis when all data on support-seeking and coping
were missing. Since climate anxiety is not considered a mental illness (e.g., Clayton, 2020;
Pihkala, 2021) and we were interested in wider emotional experiences and coping with climate
change, we did not apply any exclusion criteria relating to clinical levels of anxiety or other
mental health issues. This resulted in the removal of 46 participants, leaving a final sample of
N = 823 (mean age = 24.66; SD = 9.47). We analysed demographic information on age, gender,
level of study, college, degree course and home country (Table 1).

Data analysis

Quantitative (count) analyses

Regarding Q1, we computed frequency counts to create an overview of the number of students
who answered “yes”, “no” and “prefer not to say” to the support-seeking questions in R (version
4.2.1; R Core Team, 2022), using R Studio (version 2023.3.0.386).

Qualitative analyses

All qualitative analyses were carried out in NVivo (version 14; Lumivero, 2023) using the
Framework Method (FM; Gale et al., 2013) based on Thematic Framework Analysis (Ritchie &
Spencer, 1994). We followed the steps outlined by Gale et al. (2013), apart from Step 1 (Tran-
scription), which was not required for our data. We therefore performed the following steps of
data analysis: data familiarisation, identifying themes in the data, indexing themes by assigning
codes, charting and summarising themes in a matrix and data interpretation. This method of
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analysis is suitable for qualitative survey data (Goldsmith, 2021). In addition, using FM aligns
with our research aims to systematically identify, describe and interpret patterns within and
across individuals, which is especially useful for larger data sets like ours (Goldsmith, 2021).

For Q2a and Q2b on coping strategies, we used FM throughout. To answer these research
questions, we identified numerous coding categories from the wider literature and used these to
inform the development of a coding frame. We decided on this deductive approach, as a lot of
relevant literature existed that could inform our analysis process. We thus developed deductive
categories based on theoretical coping literature (see Skinner et al., 2003; Stallman, 2020;
Stallman et al., 2022) and literature on coping with climate change specifically (see Ágoston
et al., 2022; Ojala, 2013; Ojala & Bengtsson, 2019; Wullenkord & Ojala, 2023; Zaremba
et al., 2023). For a detailed overview of all deductive categories identified from the literature,
see SM-2.

After identifying an initial set of deductive categories, a subset of the data (10%;
82 responses) was coded independently by two of the authors. The independent sample coding
was compared to evaluate the inter-rater consistency of the coding framework and its deductive
categories on our data (kappa = .50). Any discrepancies and issues were discussed, resulting in
a revision of the coding framework, as suggested by Gale et al. (2013). Revisions included, for
instance, combining codes “Mindfulness”, “Controlled breathing” and “Meditation” into
“Mindfulness/Meditation” or removing overarching categories “healthy” and “unhealthy”, as
they were found to hinder the coding progress, where coping strategies may be adaptive in the
short-term but harmful in the long term to either the individual or the planet. For full details
on all revisions, see SM-2.

TABLE 1 Participant demographics.

Sample demographic characteristic N % sample % university population

Gender

Male
Female
Non-binary

176
604
31

21.4
73.4
3.8

40.1
59.6
0.3

Undergraduate/postgraduate

Undergraduate
Postgraduate

467
345

56.7
41.9

60.8
39.2

College

Arts
MVLS
CoSE
CoSS

222
206
138
251

27.0
25.0
16.8
30.5

15.2
23.3
23.9
40.2

Origin

UK
Europe
International

445
102
275

54.1
12.4
33.4

56.3
6.0
37.7

Note: MVLS = College of Medical, Veterinary, and Life Sciences; CoSE = College of Science and Engineering; CoSS = College
of Social Sciences. Data for university population taken from the university's official student headcount for 2022/2023 (https://

www.gla.ac.uk/myglasgow/planning/ourdata/uofg/; accessed 1st April 2025). Due to the use of pre-existing data, the sample
largely overlaps with Hill-Harding et al. (in press).
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This revised coding framework was used for a second coding trial, where the same two
authors independently coded a further 5% (41 responses) of the dataset. This resulted in greater
agreement between coders (kappa = .86). Finally, a few minor revisions were made to the cod-
ing framework, such as specifying the definition for code “Active avoidance/denial” to include
“active element of choice”. This resulted in the final version (see SM-3), which the first author
used to code the entire data set. See SM-2 for detailed coding procedures and timeline.

Regarding Q3, the situation types that required students to cope, we initially used the FM to
code inductively to reduce the risk of bias when coding, as we felt that our previous research on
situations where climate anxiety may be particularly elevated could influence this. Since these
situations may not be the same situations in which students needed to cope, or not the only
ones, we opted for an inductive-only approach. Thus, the first author carefully created codes
one by one, while going through the data, following guidelines by Goldsmith (2021).

After the initial round of coding, the first author reviewed the codes for their representation
in the data, the quality of quotes coded, each code's relevance to answering the research ques-
tions, and the individual codes' distinctiveness (i.e., reduce overlap between codes). As rec-
ommended by Saldana (2021), any codes that did not directly answer the research questions
were removed with their associated coded data (e.g., code “Ambivalence” captured participants
that felt ambivalent about climate change and who had no need for coping (applied to
N = 161). Some of the remaining codes were merged based on conceptual similarity. For
instance, codes “Climate conversation/role-model” and “Climate action/sustainable behaviour”
were merged into “Climate action and conversation”, as they conceptually described the same
coping strategy of acting as a climate advocate and role-model. See SM-2 for a detailed overview
of this process.

During theme development, we realised that themes were very descriptive and close to the
verbatim, with little room for further interpretation. This made the data less suitable for frame-
work analysis, which we had initially planned. To provide an overview of the different situation
types, we therefore decided to conduct a conceptual content analysis. This form of analysis
establishes count frequencies of pre-defined concepts that occur from qualitative data
(Neuendorf, 2017). This allowed an overview of the frequency of each situation type in partici-
pants' descriptions (Neuendorf, 2017).

To better understand how the themes related to one another, it was useful to schematically
represent the interactions and intersections through mind mapping to visualise these relation-
ships, using the function ProjectMap in NVivo (Lumivero, 2023). We also created framework
matrices for both coping strategies and situation types, using the Framework Matrices function
in NVivo (Lumivero, 2023). This provided an overview of the different coping strategies and sit-
uation types across participants, where cells showed participants' quotes relating to the different
strategies and situations, as suggested by Gale et al. (2013). These visualisations helped to
develop conceptual themes from the codes. For a detailed overview of how themes were devel-
oped from codes, see SM-2.

RESULTS

Support-seeking tendencies

Of our participants, 2.6% (N = 21) had previously sought professional support for climate
change-related mental health, while 94.7% (N = 779) had not. Twenty-three students (2.8%)
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provided no answer. In comparison, 12.5% (N = 103) of students would like to seek professional
support for climate change-related mental health in the future, while 75.6% (N = 662) would
not. Ninety-eight participants (11.9%) provided no response.

Triggering situation types

Conceptual content analysis revealed the most frequently mentioned situation types where par-
ticipants needed to cope with climate change. Most common situations included (1) being con-
fronted with climate change information (N = 167) – news and documentaries were especially
mentioned by those students (N = 152); (2) climate justice issues (N = 143)—these participants
particularly highlighted inaction by those in power (N = 100) and feeling robbed of a future
and opportunities (N = 28); (3) climatic changes and losses (N = 108)—of which students
mostly mentioned climatic changes and extreme weather (N = 57), exposure to climate catas-
trophes (N = 41) and environmental pollution and destruction (N = 21); and (4) climate change
dismissal and ignorant behaviour (N = 69). For an in-depth thematic discussion of these situa-
tion types, see SM-4.

Coping with climate change

Using the FM, based on Thematic Framework Analysis (Gale et al., 2013), four overarching
themes were developed that enabled a descriptive and conceptual exploration into how partici-
pants coped with climate change generally and in specific contextual situations (Table 2). For
each theme, we present the number of students who reported using each form of coping. It is
worth noting, however, that many participants reported more than one coping strategy.

The analysis presented next is organised around thematic headings that are supported by
verbatim evidence from participants' survey responses. In these quotes, we did not change or
correct any typographical or grammatical errors in participants' responses. We also created a

TABLE 2 Summary of themes for coping strategies.

Theme title Theme definition

1. Reducing the mental load of
climate change

Discusses the need to reduce the heavy mental burden that climate
change elicits by avoiding thinking or talking about climate change or
avoiding feeling difficult emotions related to climate change.

2. Doing something constructive Discusses how doing something constructive that helps mitigate
climate change in some way or communicating about climate change
seems to reduce negative emotions.

3. Finding meaning and support Discusses the longing to find meaning through strategies such as
mindfulness or meditation, and the need for social connectedness and
support to cope with climate change.

4. Doomist thinking and
behaviour

Discusses how some participants felt the burden of climate change was
too big and how hopelessness, self-harm and acceptance were ways to
cope by providing perspective.

Note: Additional quotes for each theme that are not presented in-text can be found in SM-5.

FROM HOPE AND ACTION TO GIVING UP: STUDENTS' STORIES OF
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narrative from the evidence and themes that answers the research questions and contributes to
further understanding of the topic area.

Theme 1 — Reducing the mental load of climate change (N = 255)

When participants were asked how they coped with climate change, common strategies were
centred around the need to reduce the mental load of climate change. This theme discusses the
ways participants achieved this. This theme links caring deeply about climate change and
the need to disengage, which participants achieved in different ways. We sub-divided this
theme around conceptual strategies to allow a more nuanced and conceptually discrete insight
into the specific ways participants coped to achieve a reduction of the mental load of climate
change.

Subtheme 1.1. – Distraction (N = 85)
Some participants actively distracted themselves from encounters with climate change to no
longer actively think about it. Distractions included shifting attention to a different task or
topic, as well as using it to overlay thoughts related to climate change. This included forms of
mental distractions, as well as physical removal or changes to participants' surroundings. Dis-
traction seemed to serve as a way to reduce the emotional load of climate change, rather than
as a mere switch to more pleasant activities: “Take myself away from the situation either physi-
cally by walking away or mentally by listening to music” (Participant 88: female, aged 19).

Participant 114 (female, aged 28) describes a similar strategy: “I repress the sense of
impending doom I feel when I think about climate change by distracting myself in a book or with
assignments until its not at the forefront of my mind anymore.”

Participant 739 (male, aged 39) also bluntly puts it: “Do something else to shift my concentra-
tion and reduce anxiety.”

From these quotes, it seems like distraction offers these students a way to continue living
their lives and focus on daily tasks, such as university assignments. Without distraction, partici-
pants describe negative experiences they wish to escape. It is thus a way of replacing distressing
thoughts and feelings about climate change with ones that permit them to continue with daily
tasks.

Subtheme 1.2. – Avoidance (N = 115)
Other participants reduced the mental load of climate change by actively avoiding engaging
with climate change or acknowledging its severity to prevent distressing emotions. This form of
avoidance may include both physical avoidance of climate change-related information and
avoidance of difficult thoughts related to climate change: “I keep my life without thinking about
it. I have many friends that suffer and are very anxious about it, take meds, etc. I prefer sometimes
to don't consume information about it” (Participant 258: female, aged 27).

Participant 378 (female, aged 35) describes a similar experience: “I struggle with my feelings
about climate change. I am an avid reader of the news, but I have to limit my engagement with cli-
mate change stories otherwise I start to feel very overwhelmed.” Despite being well-informed
about climate change, they need to “limit their engagement” with climate change information
to avoid overwhelm, which is something experienced by participant 16 (female, aged 22)
as well:
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“Unfortunately, I just push away any and all thoughts related to climate change
away most of the time. When I think about it too hard, I just feel like I inevitably end
up at the conclusion that the best thing I could do for the planet would be to just die
here and now, and that's not a pleasant thought.”

From these quotes, it appears that participants avoid climate change not as a form of denial,
but to prevent becoming overwhelmed and mentally unwell. It seems to be used to prevent
overwhelm and protect mental health pro-actively, rather than applying coping strategies as or
after negative emotions set in. It also appears like this form of avoidance is not always some-
thing participants want to engage in, but rather something they need to do to protect their men-
tal wellbeing.

Subtheme 1.3. – Trying not to feel emotions (N = 55)
Finally, some students reduced the mental load of climate change by not allowing themselves
to feel negative emotions. Participants describe how pushing away their emotions is sometimes
necessary and the only way to be able to cope and function in daily life: “The only way to cope
for me is compartmentalising, to think about it in it's fullness always would be disabling.”
(Participant 145: female, aged 25). This language suggests that the mental load of climate
change is so heavy that ignoring their emotions and thoughts about it is the only way they can
prevent debilitating mental health consequences. Participant 615 (female, aged 20) shared simi-
lar experiences:

“I do find it almost quite a debilitating feeling, of being unable to do anything worth-
while because of the scale of the problem. I don't really know how to deal with these
emotions productively because I do end up just either pushing it away immediately or
feeling it deeply before something else more mundane and to hand comes along and I
forget all about what I was feeling.”

Participant 111 (female, aged 20) further illustrates this: “Because of the feeling of helpless-
ness that climate change produces, often the only thing I can do is detach myself from the instigat-
ing discussion, despite having strong feelings about it”.

This form of coping thus seems to be used when participants have no other effective strategy
available to them or when the intensity of negative emotions would be overwhelming. It is dis-
tinct from the other subthemes in that this subtheme does not involve an avoidance or removal
from climate change itself but seems to come at a slightly later stage when participants have
already been faced with climate change and their emotions and need to escape the emotions
rather than escaping climate change itself. This suggests that participants use different coping
strategies to serve different purposes, with a temporal quality to coping at different stages of cli-
mate change exposure.

Theme 2 – Doing something constructive (N = 249)

Other participants described doing something constructive as an effective coping strategy. This
theme discusses the ways in which taking action and adopting sustainable habits help partici-
pants reduce negative emotions and thoughts about climate change. This theme draws a con-
nection between participants feeling like they are ‘part of the solution’ and reduced climate
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change-related emotional burden. We sub-divided this theme into conceptually different forms
of constructive action participants engaged in.

Subtheme 2.1. – Climate action and conversation (N = 199)
Many participants recollected sustainable climate actions and role-model conversations that
they engaged in to cope with climate change. This allowed participants to feel like they were
making a difference and doing something constructive, which made them feel empowered and
hopeful: “I do community based volunteering work. I feel as though there is little I can do for cli-
mate change. However, I find comfort in the knowledge that I do help when possible.” (Participant
127: female, aged 18). This quote suggests that taking constructive action provides a sense of
relief and comfort. Participant 33 (male, aged 21) goes even further:

“Taking action on the environment in ways that are meaningful and feasible for
me. I feel more empowered and hopeful when I do something positive for the planet,
such as reducing my carbon footprint, joining a campaign or volunteering for a green
organization.”

This participant describes a sense of empowerment, agency and hope from taking action
that they may not otherwise experience about climate change. However, they also mention that
they take action in ways that are “feasible” to them, which implies that they need to have the
resources and availability to perform these actions. Participant 420 (female, aged 24) explains
how educating others on their behaviour by engaging in climate change conversations seems
like the only thing they can do:

“I always speak up when i think something is very bad for the environment. people
around me know that i will say something and get worried about it but i feel as long
as its said then thats all i can do to encourage others to think about it”

Participant 621 (female, aged 38) describes similar experiences:

“I try to not get too emotional in these situations. i understand everyone has their own
agendas however trying to promote/advise people on how they can make a better
impact makes me feel like i have achieve a little”

Overall, engaging in climate actions and conversations seems to give participants a sense of
meaning and purpose that empowers them, while simultaneously reducing negative emotions.
It also seems important to use conversations to educate others, even if that risks uncomfortable
social situations. Finally, participants seem to try to protect social relationships by avoiding
being too emotional in climate change conversations, while still feeling that they are doing
something constructive about climate change. Overall, climate-positive actions and conversa-
tions seem to be important for eliciting positive emotions like hope with regards to climate
change.

Subtheme 2.2. – Information seeking (N = 50)
Some participants engaged in something constructive by seeking out climate change-related
information and news to stay educated and engaged. It seemed especially important to stay
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informed on positive climate change news, to find achievable actions to take and to find a bal-
ance, so as not to get too anxious or overwhelmed by disaster-focused reports:

“I'm fairly good now as compared to first when I started reading and watching docu-
mentaries about climate change. Everytime I read about an act that is miserable for
the environment i immediately read about the ways to manage the act or better just
avoid it altogether. So that gives me hope and positivity and i try to implement it in
my life” (Participant 59: female, aged 24).

This participant states that balancing upsetting news with constructive information helps pro-
tect their mental health and elicits positive emotions and inspires their own actions. This is some-
thing participant 142 (female, aged 27) mentions as well: “There are times when I'm hopeless, but I
have been trying my best in learning more about the same so that i can contribute in climate change
mitigation activities”. This suggests that seeking out information reduces negative emotions, as it
provides knowledge that empowers them to change their own actions and constructively contrib-
ute to climate change mitigation. Participant 642 (female, aged 35) further illustrates:

“Reading about zero waste living, responsible consumerism and plant-based low car-
bon impact food ideas also gives me hope. I follow creators on social media whose
content gives sustainable alternatives to fast fashion, waste and ethically compromised
products

(food included).”

This quote is interesting, as it suggests that mere knowledge or education about climate
change is not protecting their mental wellbeing. Instead, news on positive actions and actionable
steps that allow the agency seem to be particularly important.

Overall, it appears that information seeking acts as a way to stay informed about climate
change. More so, it is the seeking out of positive information that seems to provide hope and
motivation for action, while simultaneously reducing negative feelings. Balancing exposure to
climate change news, that are often upsetting, with more positive and actionable information
seems important to maintain hope and protect mental health. It thus seems to not only be about
seeking any climate change-related information but seeking out constructive and solution-
orientated information with implementable action steps, which highlights again the importance
of agency in coping with climate change.

Theme 3 – Seeking support and meaning (N = 182)

Participants also described coping through seeking support and meaning by connecting with
others, practising mindfulness and staying hopeful. This theme discusses the importance of
social relationships for support and the role of mindfulness and self-soothing for regulating neg-
ative emotions. We sub-divided this theme to allow more in-depth insights into the conceptu-
ally different ways participants sought meaning and support.

Subtheme 3.1. – Seeking social support (N = 53)
Many participants described how talking to and connecting with like-minded others helped
them cope with difficult climate change emotions. These social connections allowed them to
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express thoughts and feelings and reminded participants that they are not alone with these
experiences: “i will rant to someone about my feelings and share information so it doesnt over-
whelm me” (Participant 233: female, aged 19).

Participant 553 (female, aged 19) raises the importance of like-mindedness in social connec-
tions: “My friends have similar mindsets regarding climate change therefore we often discuss our
thoughts and emotions regarding it which is a good way of managing emotions”.

Participant 759 (female, aged 23) agrees and shares the importance of social connectedness
in climate protesting: “Going to climate marches has been an emotional experience for me as
being physically with a large group of people who care reminded me that I'm not alone and there
is a string movement.” This quote suggests that it is important that social connections share sim-
ilar values and contribute to positive change together. This reduced their feelings of isolation
and gave them hope that positive change is happening.

From these quotes, it appears that social support is important for regulating emotions
through a sense of connectedness with others and sharing common emotional experiences
about climate change. This implies that talking about climate change is in itself not the same as
support where like-mindedness and common experiences are shared. These types of social con-
nections seem to provide a sense of belonging and hope, while allowing one to express emotions
and preventing overwhelm.

Subtheme 3.2. – Self-soothing and mindfulness (N = 78)
Other participants sought meaning in practising mindfulness and self-soothing, such as through
meditation, breathing exercises, or physical emotional release. Participant 52 (male, aged 23)
says: “I meditate daily and read Chinese philosophy to put everything in perspective”.

Participant 586 (female, aged 20) elaborates: “I try to breathe evenly and keep calm because I
feel very anxious about the state of the planet and feel helpless to stop it from getting worse”. This
participant uses these techniques to mindfully regulate their emotions instead of repressing
them or avoiding climate change altogether. Participant 668 (female, aged 23) expands on this:

“I literally meditate. I don't know what else to do! In day to day life, I try to have a
low carbon footprint. When I become overwhelmingly anxious, and there is nothing to
do in that exact moment, I meditate.”

This participant mentions that they live a low-carbon lifestyle but that this is insufficient to
prevent negative emotions about climate change. They experience strong climate change emo-
tions that need to be regulated. They use meditation as an outlet for these emotions in moments
where “[they] don't know what else to do”.

These quotes suggest that mindfulness and self-soothing exercises are effective for regulating
distressing climate change emotions, which participants use when experiencing high levels of
negative emotions that they cannot otherwise manage. Mindfulness and self-soothing also seem
to be strategies used by participants who care deeply about climate change. Unlike some others,
these participants acknowledge their feelings and choose to consciously manage rather than
suppress them. Finally, it seems like mindfulness provides a form of perspective that grounds
participants in the moment and thus reduces overwhelming emotions.

Subtheme 3.3. – Staying hopeful (N = 51)
Some participants found meaning in staying hopeful and optimistic by focusing on climate-
positive role models, positive advancements in climate change-related policies and inventions,
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or through their faith: “Engaging with activists such as mikaela loach does inspire me that it's not
too late and better futures are attainable”. (Participant 759: female, aged 23). Participant
440 (female, aged 21) describes a different way of staying hopeful:

“While sometimes thinking about climate change makes thinking and the future of
humanity and the impact it will have on wildlife makes me feel upset and powerless I
try to remain hopeful. Thinking that we are helpless or doomed does not help. I still
think we can make a difference if we educate people about climate issues and speak
up and protest against big corporations.”

They describe that they “try to remain hopeful” and have hope that collective actions and
advances will make a difference, despite their knowledge of climate change's impacts.

Participant 4 (female, aged 22) has more general hope: “I try to think that I try my best and
am hopeful the humanity will try there best. Even if governments or institutions don't”.

Overall, participants seem to draw hope from positive advancements and climate change
role models, as well as believing in the good of humanity more generally. This hope is actively
sought out and is linked to an awareness of larger climate change issues, as these participants
seem quite knowledgeable of the larger issues surrounding climate change. The quotes suggest
that participants' hope is closely linked to climate action, both their own and collective actions
on a larger scale. This hope is thus different from wishful thinking and shows the importance
of larger-scale climate actions for individuals' mental health.

Theme 4 – Doomist thinking and behaviour (N = 117)

Some participants described engaging in doomist thinking and behaviour, including harmful
behaviours and thoughts, resigning to helplessness and giving up. This theme discusses how
the mental burden of climate change can become overbearing and result in harmful thinking
and behaviour, or an ambivalence where participants give up all hope for improvements. We
sub-divided this theme into conceptually different ways participants engaged in doomist think-
ing and behaviour.

Subtheme 4.1. – Harmful thinking and behaviour (N = 12)
Some participants' doomist outlook on climate change led them to engage in self-harming
behaviour and thinking. This ranged from engaging in unhealthy and harmful habits and
behaviours to quite serious self-harming thoughts:

Participant 371 (female, aged 32) expresses: “just have to hope you die before the world
becomes unliveable. e.g. hopefully getting hit by a car and dying instantly”. This language suggests
that climate change makes them so scared of what the future might be like that they would
rather not experience it. Participant 16 (female, aged 22) describes a similar experience:

“Thinking about how unable we seem to be as a collective to figure out even these
small things just makes be feel so defeated and hopeless, and like everything I try to
do is meaningless, and well, like I might as well go die.”

This participant's language suggests that they feel very powerless and hopeless, which pro-
duces feelings of meaninglessness that put their whole life's purpose into question. Other
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participants did not only engage in harmful thinking but described harmful behaviour, like par-
ticipant 160 (male, aged 25): “I resort to habits that reduce my anxiety like binge eating or
smoking”.

Overall, it seems that climate change is overwhelmingly anxiety-inducing for these partici-
pants, which leads to them feeling meaningless and hopeless. These distressing emotions make
some participants ruminate and think self-harming thoughts, as they can see no hope for
change and improvement. Others resort to maladaptive behaviours that can reduce their anxi-
ety temporarily, though they are aware that this is an unhealthy way of coping. This shows
what a serious impact climate change can have on participants' wellbeing.

Subtheme 4.2. – Resigning and giving up (N = 105)
Other participants' doomist thinking was centred around resigning to climate change doom and
giving up both hope and efforts for mitigating it. This resignation was often related to a feeling
of powerlessness and a lack of tangible change or improvements to mitigate climate change,
rather than a lack of care or awareness: Participant 490 (female, aged 23) describes:

“I am resigned to the idea that the climate is changing and there is little I can do
about it personally. I belobe [believe] policy change and social change are essential,
but have little hope of those being enacted in time. I am now indifferent.”

Participant 561 (female, aged 29) describes a similar experience: “I have become quite doomy
about the situation, I recently started eating meat again for example because I feel like nothing will
change our reliance on big agriculture, so I suppose my coping mechanisms aren't always
healthy”. This quote implies that they have given up on their sustainable behaviours, as they
seem to have resigned to the idea that there will be no improvement.

Participant 759 (female, aged 23) has similar thoughts: “I'm very concerned by the crisis but
the main emotion I feel is fatigue/helplessness/apathy towards it as I often feel that those in power
don't care and not enough is ever being done to deal with it”.

Overall, this theme suggests that participants try to protect themselves by distancing them-
selves from climate change in the form of apathy or ambivalence. The need to protect
themselves seems to stem from overwhelming feelings of anxiety, fear, helplessness and hope-
lessness as they find themselves powerless and see insufficient actions from those in power.
This shows the importance of large-scale mitigation efforts for individuals' mental health and
the need for a balance with individual-level actions, which on its own may lead to burnout and
fatigue.

Exploring relationships

To better understand how participants' use of coping strategies relates to the different triggering
situation types, we explored associations between each situation type and the four coping
themes by creating visualisations using the ProjectMap function in NVivo (version 14;
Lumivero, 2023). We manually created circles to represent each situation type and coping
theme. Density links between the data points were added automatically by the ProjectMap func-
tion based on participants' coded responses. The lines between the different situations and cop-
ing themes thus represent how many participants reported using each coping theme for each
situation type. Note that various participants reported using more than one coping theme, as
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represented by participants sitting “between” two or more coping themes for the same
situation type.

From Figure 1, it appears that more participants used certain strategies over others, and that
many participants used a combination of strategies at a time. This is shown by the differing den-
sities of lines (participants) linking each coping strategy (blue circles) with each situation (grey
circles) and with other coping strategies. Specifically, Figure 1a) and 1b) suggest that when con-
fronted with climate change information and climatic changes and losses, more participants used
reducing the mental load of climate change, doing something constructive, and seeking support
and meaning than doomist thinking and behaviour. Numerous participants also used a combina-
tion of strategies. When confronted with climatic changes and losses, combinations consisted
mostly of reducing the mental load of climate change and doing something constructive, as well as
doing something constructive and seeking support and meaning (Figure 1b). In contrast, partici-
pants seemed to use a combination of all four coping themes for climate change information
(Figure 1a).

Figures 1c) and 1d) further suggest that most participants used all four strategies almost
equally to cope with climate justice issues and dismissal and ignorance. Figure 1c) suggests that
many also used a combination of all four strategies when confronted with climate justice issues.
In contrast, Figure 1d) suggests that fewer participants combined coping themes for dismissal
and ignorance. Those who did mainly used reducing the mental load of climate change and doing
something constructive.

DISCUSSION

In this large qualitative study, we explored participants' support-seeking and coping tendencies
with climate change. Overall, participants reported low rates of seeking professional support for
climate change-related mental health. Using conceptual content analysis (Neuendorf, 2017), we
identified four types of triggering climate change-related situations: climate change information;
climate justice issues; climatic changes and losses; and climate change dismissal/ignorance. Simi-
larly, we identified four themes for students' coping strategies, using the framework method
(Gale et al., 2013): reducing the mental load of climate change; doing something constructive; seek-
ing support and meaning; and doomist thinking and behaviour. From these thematic findings,
we found that participants generally described the same four strategies for general and situa-
tional coping. This was an interesting and somewhat unexpected finding, as previous literature
suggested climate change-related emotions to be highly situation-specific (Hill-Harding et al., in
press; Hill-Harding et al., 2026). Despite the intensity of these emotions varying between situa-
tions (Hill-Harding et al., 2026), these present findings suggest that participants employ the
same strategies to generally cope with climate change and for different situations.

Theoretical implications

Thematic findings for Q2a and Q2b suggest that participants typically employed a combination
of four types of coping strategies to cope with climate change. Wullenkord and Ojala (2023) pro-
posed three coping categories typically employed by adolescents when coping with climate
change: meaning-focused, problem-focused and emotion-focused coping. Meaning-focused cop-
ing focuses on fostering pleasant emotions; emotion-focused coping regulates unpleasant
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emotions; and problem-focused coping entails attempting to solve the problem at hand. Our
findings partly confirm these categories, as participants have described problem-focused coping
in theme 2, “doing something constructive”, meaning-focused coping as part of theme 3, “seek-
ing support and meaning” and emotion-focused coping as part of theme 1, “reducing the mental
load of climate change”.

However, our thematic findings expand on these categories. For example, in theme
1, “reducing the mental load of climate change”, the experience of coping is conveyed to involve

FIGURE 1 Visualisation of relationships between triggering situation types and coping themes.

Note. Triggering climate change-related situation types in grey circles: (a) climate change information,

(b) climate changes and losses (e.g., environmental destruction, climatic changes, changes to landscapes),

(c) climate justice issues and (d) climate change dismissal and ignorance (includes climate-harming behaviours

and dismissing conversations). Coping themes in blue circles around each situation type. Participants are

mapped as square icons between each situation type and the coping strategies they reported. Lines between each

situation and the coping strategies represent density mappings, showing how many participants reported using

each coping strategy for each situation. Participants who used more than one strategy are placed between the

strategies' blue circles. Where on a line participants' icons are placed, is of no significance.
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not only downregulating unpleasant emotions but also emotion avoidance and avoidance of cli-
mate change as the stressor. The latter may present behaviourally in a similar way as notions of
de-emphasising (Ojala, 2013). This suggests that “reducing the mental load of climate change”
involves components of emotion-regulation to foster positive emotions over negative emotions,
as well as emotion avoidance such as distraction or suppression (e.g., McRae & Gross, 2020).

Participants further described theme 3, “seeking support and meaning”, to go beyond the
fostering of pleasant emotions and to include seeking meaning through mindfulness and social
connections. This supports findings by Ágoston et al. (2022) who identified seeking social sup-
port and social coping to be important coping strategies that may have both problem- and
emotion-focused elements. When drawing links to classical emotion-regulation, “seeking sup-
port and meaning” seems to involve some elements of cognitive reappraisal, which involves
altering the ways participants think about climate change in order to alter their emotional
response to it (e.g., McRae & Gross, 2020).

Finally, theme 4 “doomist thinking and behaviour” describes how some participants
engaged in maladaptive thoughts and behaviours. This may present a coping category that
partly ties in with Ojala's (2013) notion of de-emphasising, but that behaviourally presents as
rather dysfunctional. In a way, this may also involve some reappraisal, as participants changed
their attitudes towards climate change to reduce their negative emotions (McRae &
Gross, 2020). However, this form of coping includes less adaptive forms of reappraisal, as its
consequences for individuals' behaviours and wellbeing cannot be sustained long-term.
Although such strategies can lead to (self-)harm and become rather maladaptive, we still view
them as forms of coping, since they are purposefully used to achieve a reduced mental burden
experienced due to climate change.

Our findings further suggest that which coping strategies are used may potentially depend
on the level of experienced distress and the time at which a strategy is employed. For instance,
some participants used resigning and giving up (part of theme 4, “doomist thinking and behav-
iour”) once they had found other strategies to be insufficiently effective or not sustainable over
time. This is in line with research by Stallman et al. (2021) who found that, with increasing
stress, college students moved from strategies like social support and relaxation to strategies like
distraction and negative self-talk.

The different strategies described by students in our sample may therefore reflect their expe-
rienced stress level, with more unhealthy strategies likely to be used with increasing distress
and at later timepoints. This may explain why some students reported using multiple coping
strategies for the same situation or using different strategies for varying situations. It may pro-
vide some evidence for the Health Theory of Coping (Stallman, 2020), which theorises that indi-
viduals use healthy coping strategies first, if available and effective. Only if unavailable or
insufficiently effective, do individuals move to more unhealthy strategies. It also ties in with the
idea of an “optimal” level of climate change-related anxiety: too little anxiety and individuals
are not motivated to act—too much anxiety and individuals become overwhelmed and may
experience action paralysis (Heeren & Clayton, 2026), something participants in the present
study also described.

To achieve this balance of anxiety and motivation/ability to act, it seems important to con-
sider coping with climate anxiety on both the individual and collective levels. For instance, van
Valkengoed and Steg (2024) proposed a theoretical framework on how to cope with climate
anxiety that incorporates emotion-focused and problem-focused coping. This framework offers
suggestions on how different coping strategies could be integrated to allow coping for different
scenarios. It suggests that effective coping would entail a combination of climate change
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adaptation and mitigation on both the individual and collective level. Mitigation refers to cop-
ing actions that counteract (i.e., mitigate) climate change in some way, while also acting as
coping strategies. Adaptation, on the other hand, refers to actions that help live with (i.e., adapt
to) climate change to cope.

When applying this model to our present findings, it becomes clear that students in our
sample did not make use of such strategies from both the adaptation and mitigation domains:
for problem-solving, participants described mainly individual mitigation (e.g., sustainable diet)
and some collective mitigation (e.g., protesting) in theme 2, “doing something constructive”.
Participants did not mention adaptation to the same extent, which could include staying cool in
extreme heat (individual) or creating community gardens (collective). For emotion-focused cop-
ing, participants mentioned mitigation on an individual level (e.g., mindfulness) and collective
level (e.g., seeking social support) in theme 3, “seeking meaning and support”. To a lesser
extent, they described emotion-focused adaptation (e.g., individual: counselling, collective: cli-
mate cafés). There is, therefore, still an opportunity for students to learn and make use of adap-
tation strategies and more collective mitigation behaviours to expand their repertoire of coping
mechanisms. This could allow more flexible and effective coping for various triggering encoun-
ters with climate change.

Practical implications for education

Based on conceptual content analysis of Q3, findings of situation 1 (“climate change informa-
tion”) suggest that a large source of participants' need to cope stemmed from climate change-
related information and news. In coping theme 2, “doing something constructive”, participants
mentioned that seeking out news that reported on positive advances related to climate change
and realistic action steps to result in feeling hopeful and empowered. This could have implica-
tions for the way educational institutions teach about climate change. For example, climate
change-related teaching and information should be problem-focused, solution-orientated and
actionable to equip students with skills and knowledge for mitigating climate change within
their own means (Kundariati et al., 2025; Rom, 2023). Such teaching should be included in all
subject areas (Hill-Harding et al., in press), balance difficult climate change facts with positive
and empowering action steps, and include students in climate actions (e.g., Kundariati
et al., 2025; Rom, 2023). Educators should also acknowledge the uncertainty surrounding cli-
mate change and connect with learners on an emotional level (Mah et al., 2020). By being sensi-
tive to the emotional impacts of climate change, they can create an experience of shared
resilience (Mah et al., 2020) and reduce the barriers that currently exist for talking about the
emotional impacts of climate change (Schor et al., 2025). Perhaps most importantly, climate
change should become a core part of educational curricula for learners of all ages. Without such
education, young people are insufficiently equipped to make climate-informed decisions and
reduce uncertainty-related anxiety (Schor et al., 2025).

Finally, students in this study reported that one important situation that required coping
was “climate justice issues”, such as inaction by those in power. Arguably, this includes univer-
sities, as they have a responsibility and obligation to reduce their own carbon emissions and
reduce institutional climate injustice due to their educational and social standing
(e.g., Shue, 2022). This should go beyond growth-centred sustainability (e.g., carbon offsetting)
to also address universities' own contribution to climate change (e.g., fossil fuel investment)
and deep-rooted climate injustices like intra-institutional power imbalances (e.g., funds for
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cheap, non-sustainable travel for staff; e.g., Shue, 2022; Stein, 2024). These findings and implica-
tions support previous research by Hill-Harding et al. (in press), who found significant correla-
tions between the university's climate actions and climate change communications with
students' mental wellbeing. Hill-Harding et al. further reported that students thought it would
benefit their mental wellbeing if the university communicated more clearly about their climate
actions and, overall, to engage in more impactful actions, such as fossil fuel divestment and ret-
rofitting buildings.

Strengths

Our study had a large sample of students from different colleges, origins, degree courses and
levels of study. This means our findings are likely to represent views and experiences from dif-
ferent sub-populations within the university's student body. Our findings also partly reflected
previous findings by Hill-Harding et al. (in press), Wullenkord and Ojala (2023) and a system-
atic review on both coping strategies and triggering situation types (Soutar & Wand, 2022). Our
findings are thus likely to be externally reliable. Using a largely qualitative embedded design
further allowed us to get detailed insights into participants' coping experiences, combined with
basic count data. This use of ‘big qualitative data’ provides rich in-depth accounts that are likely
to be consistent with other students' experiences of climate change-related coping. This provides
a unique combination of in-depth accounts of personal experiences with good external consis-
tency of findings.

Limitations

Our sample was largely female (73.4%), which means our findings may reflect predominantly
female experiences, as female youth have been shown to experience climate worries differently
than males (e.g., Ndetei et al., 2024). Our sample was also not representative of the university's
student population, as three of the four colleges were under- or overrepresented, and European
students were overrepresented in our sample. Participants were also recruited via voluntary
enrolment, which poses potential problems with self-selection bias. It is, for instance, likely that
students were more likely to sign up if they had a pre-existing interest in climate change and/or
mental health. Finally, our sample was restricted to students of one UK university. All of these
raise potential issues with the findings' applicability to other universities or young adults out-
side of higher education.

We used the framework method to analyse open-ended survey data. While this method is
suitable for analysing qualitative survey data (Goldsmith, 2021), there are some limitations
compared to analysing other forms of qualitative data. For instance, in our survey, we were
unable to probe or follow up with less expressive participants, nor elaborate or explore specific
issues further that may have come up unexpectedly. That makes this a less flexible approach
compared to, for example, interviews. This raises potential concerns that less expressive or less
interested participants provided comparably little information and thus were possibly underrep-
resented in the data. Nonetheless, this ‘big qualitative’ approach using survey data allowed us
to gather insights into the coping experiences of a large number of participants. This makes it
valuable for our aim of providing a first understanding of how students coped with climate
change, despite not being able to probe for more detailed responses.
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We assessed participants' support-seeking tendencies only with basic count data. This restricts
these results, as it remains unclear why participants had previously sought professional support
for climate change-related mental health or why they would (not) like to seek such support in
the future. Open-ended questions could have revealed more detailed insights. Future research
may want to investigate what encourages or hinders students from seeking out such support.

We assessed triggering situation types and coping strategies separately and qualitatively,
and therefore cannot draw any correlations between specific moments and coping strategies.
Although we created exploratory connections between the situations and coping strategies, the
magnitude or statistical significance of these connections remains unclear. Future research
could use the situation types and strategies found here in a quantitative survey to explore corre-
lational relationships.

Overall, future mixed-methods research may be valuable that combines quantitative survey
data and qualitative explorations on climate change emotions, climate anxiety and coping with
these, to better understand how these variables and experiences are related. A future study
could be derived directly from the findings reported here by combining them with quantitative
results on situations in which students reported particularly high levels of climate anxiety (Hill-
Harding et al., in press). More broadly, future research could use the here-presented findings to
inform further in-depth qualitative analyses using methods like interviews, which could be
combined with statistical analyses of potential correlational links between the situation types
and coping strategies identified through our qualitative work here. This may provide some
interesting insight into participants' coping strategies related to varying levels of climate anxiety
in specific situations.

CONCLUSION

Most participants had not previously sought any professional support for climate change-related
mental health, nor did they intend to do so in the future. Moments where students needed to
cope with climate change included engaging with climate change information, climate justice
issues, climatic changes and losses and climate change dismissal/ignorance. To cope, partici-
pants tried to reduce the mental load of climate change, took action by doing something con-
structive, sought social support and meaning and engaged in doomist thinking and behaviour.
These findings have implications for the ways climate change-related information is presented,
as our findings suggest that solution-oriented and achievable action steps could allow individ-
uals to cope through action without experiencing overwhelm from solely disaster-focused
reporting. The findings are further important for how institutional climate justice issues are
addressed, including institutional climate change dismissal, institutional actions and invest-
ments and the way climate change information is relayed. This may be particularly relevant for
higher education settings, as climate change-related teaching should equip students with skills
for mitigating climate change.
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