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Why is it so hard to think about 
the impact of climate change and 
environmental exposure on 
mental/brain health?



MY THESIS

Research shows that climate change and environmental exposures such as air pollution 
impact our brain health, from early-life cognitive development to mid-life mental 
wellbeing to later-life dementia and cognitive frailty. 

• Extreme weather events, like hurricanes and floods, can cause psychological distress 
and trauma. 

• Rising temperatures can lead to increased rates of anxiety, depression, and suicide. 

• Air pollution can lead to long-term neurodegenerative impacts. 

Despite these insights, most countries around the world continue to ignore these 
EnvironMental links. 

In terms of how we think about the environment and climate change – both individually 
and collectively – how can we change thinking in this area? 

Exploring this question is the purpose of this seminar.



Is there THINKING going on at all?



Yes, there is . . . 

albeit amongst a small but growing network of researchers . . . 

and their impact is starting to be felt!



Here is where our thinking is presently.







ONE EXAMPLE OF IMPACT OF OUR THINKING FAILURE

Given the global impact of air pollution and PM2.5 on brain health and 

dementia, prevention through air quality improvement could lead to better-

quality health outcomes, improve productivity and quality of life, and reduce 
health-related costs.

The WHO estimates that roughly 55 million people have dementia worldwide, 

at a global cost of roughly $1.3 trillion.

This figure is expected to rise to 139 million by 2050, with an estimated 

global cost of $2.8 trillion.

Even a modest reduction in those costs would have substantial societal and 

financial benefits, reducing pressures on the health and social care sectors 
and improving the lives of individuals, families, and carers. 

Delaying the onset of Alzheimer’s Disease for 5 years would result in 41% 

lower prevalence and 40% lower cost of the disease in 2050.



What is it that makes us seemingly unable to take the 
necessary action to avert the clearly impending environmental 
and social catastrophe?



The impact of air pollution on brain health is deeply intertwined with:

• Socio-economic inequality
• Pre-existing health inequalities

• Urban deprivation
• Urban metropolitan expansion

• Industrialisation

• Global mobility
• Western consumption lifestyle

• Rising temperatures, including usage of air conditioning and the need 
for a switch to fuel pumps

• Air pollution is generally invisible and its impact hard to concretely 
visualise for people



If thinking can change our path, does our inability to change 
our path suggest that we are not yet thinking?



Yes, we are not yet thinking in serious enough ways about the 
impact of air pollution on brain health.



Presently, while public policies have been developed to mitigate the impact of 
air pollution on a variety of health outcomes – from asthma and heart disease 
to chronic obstructive pulmonary disease and lung cancer – their value for 
brain and mental health are only just beginning to be explored.

The same is true of the need for new policies that are more ‘mental health’ 
specific, given that air pollution’s impact on the brain (e.g., dose response, 
pollutant mixture, pathways to disease), as in the case of vascular dementia 
versus Alzheimer’s for example, differs from how it increases the risk for 
asthma.



And so, what now?
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