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Abstract 
 

A Phenomenological Exploration of the Psychological Impacts of Climate Change: a 

focus on Funafuti, Tuvalu. 

 

 Pacific island nations such as Tuvalu are already experiencing the effects of climate 

change which jeopardises their health, mental well-being, food and water security and most 

importantly their cultural and social identity. They are already struggling to adapt and 

mitigate the impact of climate change. The purpose of this current exploratory study was to 

understand the psychological impacts of climate change as experienced by the individuals 

living in Funafuti, Tuvalu. It also identified the coping strategies used by the respondents to 

help deal with the psychological impacts of climate change.   

 

 Purposive sampling was used to select the participants for this study which included 

participants who were both born and raised in Funafuti, and also those who had resettled in 

Funafuti from other islands of Tuvalu. Semi structured interviews were used to gain insight 

into their personal experiences of climate change; psychological impact associated with it and 

the coping mechanism they used for mitigation. The findings of the current study explicated 

four major thematic areas: Emotional and Psychological Well-being, Familial Conflict, 

Coping Strategies, and Experiential effects of Climate Change. These findings show that that 

climate change has negative health implications which impede the well-being and social 

dynamics of individuals. It also shows the coping mechanisms that were operationalised from 

the participant’s personal and cultural constructs. 

 

 Only recently the role of psychology has been given prominence in relation to climate 

change, but most studies on the psychosocial impact of climate change are from Western-

based perspective. It is imperative to undertake studies that are culturally contextualised to 

determine the extent of the psychosocial impacts of climate change and how they can be 

adapted and mitigated to develop a holistic health and mental well-being framework that 

encompasses the biological, psychological and social elements for optimal well-being. 
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CHAPTER 1 
 

Introduction  

 The impacts of climate change present a real threat to the on-going sustainability of 

nations worldwide (Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change [IPCC], 2014).This threat is 

more so for smaller island countries such as Tuvalu, with limited land mass and natural 

resource base. The country is considered to be one to the most vulnerable places with regards 

to climate change and sea level rise (Ministerial Conference on Environment and 

Development in Asia and the Pacific, 2000; Oxford Committee for Famine Relief [Oxfam], 

2010; Secretariat of the Pacific Regional Environment Programme [SPREP], 2014). Besides 

physical and environmental effects, the psychological impacts of climate change on 

Tuvaluans are an equally important aspect that needs research attention.    

 The literature on risk perceptions of climate change is predominantly from a Western 

perspective. The unavailability of data on the situation of Pacific island countries like Tuvalu 

means that a Pacific perspective on the issue is lacking. It reflects an intellectual and policy 

gap that studies undertaken from a Western perspective may not be fully able to address. 

Thus, making it imperative to understand risk perceptions from a Pacific point of view, how 

the Islanders perceive and experience climate change and how it impacts them. There is an 

urgent need to understand what it means to them and what their lived experiences are. It is 

also crucial to know and understand these elements to construct culturally conceptualised 

database for policy makers, governments and its people. 

Background of Tuvalu 

Figure 1. The geographical location of Tuvalu in the Pacific. Retrieved 12 November, 2014 
from http://www.tuvaluislands.com 
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 Tuvalu is a small geographically isolated atoll island nation which is in the Western 

South Pacific Ocean (Lazrus, 2007) that is equidistant from Hawaii and Australia. It was 

previously known as Ellice Islands and according to the United Nations Conference on Trade 

and Development (2012) Tuvalu is one of the least developed nation in the world with very 

limited natural resources, human capacity, and economic viability. It consists of nine 

scattered, fragmented, and small low lying islands (four of those are reef islands and five of 

them are coral atolls) with a 26km total land area that has a maximum height of only three to 

four meters above mean sea level (Dohan, Hilary, Echeverria, Hammill, Jo-Ellen, 2011; 

Lazrus, 2007; Locke, 2009; Parks & Roberts, 2006). The people of Tuvalu are of Polynesia 

decent (O'Brien, 2013; Parks & Roberts, 2006) who have so far managed to adapt and sustain 

themselves in Tuvalu's fragile and constantly changing environment. Furthermore, Parks and 

Roberts (2006) stipulate that the recent climate changes can impede their ability to adapt. 

 Tuvalu has an estimated population of 11,000 of which 5,582 are males and 5,625 are 

females. However, 47% of the total population resides on the main island of Funafuti (Tuvalu 

Central Statistics Division, 2010) which makes Tuvalu one of the high population density 

island nations. It has 378.9 people per sq km, which is higher than the population density per 

square kilometre than Japan or India (International Federation of Red Cross and Red Crescent 

Societies [IFRC], 2008). 

 Tuvalu's economy is mainly based upon subsistence farming and fishing. It is also 

facilitated by remittance forwarded by seafarers and seasonal workers in New Zealand. 

Foreign aid also substantiates the Tuvaluan economy. Furthermore, only 30% of the 

population are wage earners who work in the government sector (IFRC, 2008). The 

government sector and the health services are primarily available on the capital, Funafuti 

which also has the University of the South Pacific campus (IFRC, 2008). 

 In terms of religious affiliation, the Church of Tuvalu has the largest numbers of 

followers (91%) and is associated with churches in Samoa. Other religious bodies include 

Seventh-day Adventist (3%); Baha'i Faith (3%); Jehovah's Witnesses, (2%), and Catholic 

(1%) percent. There are also small numbers of Muslims, Baptists, members of the Church of 

Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (Mormons), and atheist (International Religious Freedom 

Report, 2006). Accordingly, traditional chiefs from all nine islands are members of the 

Church of Tuvalu. However, most of the religious affiliation and Christian denomination are 
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predominately practiced in Funafuti, the capital with the exception of   Baha'i Faith which is 

largely followed on Nanumea Island (International Religious Freedom Report, 2006). 

 Tuvalu has a constitutional monarchy after gaining its independence from United 

Kingdom in October 1978.  It has a 15 member unicameral parliament which is the legislative 

assembly that is elected every four years. The Prime Minister is the head of the government 

who is elected by the cabinet and members of parliament. Furthermore, there are no formally 

organised political parties. However, the members of parliament have close associations with 

their own island constituencies (Australian Department of Foreign Affairs and Trade, 2014). 

 Concurrently, with the parliamentary governance, Tuvalu also has dynamic traditional 

systems of governance which is structured around their chiefly social systems (see Figure 2). 

These traditional governance structures are made up of three main bodies (O'Brien, 2013; 

The Funafuti Strategic Plan [FSP] 2011-2015, 2011).The first is the Falekaupule, which 

consists of the house of elders.  The Falekaupule is a traditional assembly which is the 

ultimate decision making body for each island. It is structured according to the aganu (local 

customs) of each island. The second is the Kaupule; it is the executive arm of the 

Falekaupule. The members of the Kaupule are made up of six elected members who are 

appointed as administrative officers. The third is the Falekaupule Assembly which is the 

consultative forum where issues are tabled for discussions. A monthly meeting is usually held 

by the Falekaupule where discussion on the minutes of the Kaupule is addressed together 

with any other issues that are of concern to the community (FSP, 2011). 

Figure 2. Local governance structure in Tuvalu 
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Climate Change and Tuvalu  

 

 The geographical placement of many small island nations such as Tuvalu makes them 

one of the most vulnerable and susceptible to environmental and climate change impacts 

(Dohan et al., 2011; MNRE, 2007). According to the Commonwealth Scientific and 

Industrial Research Organization [CSIRO], (2011), Tuvalu will continue to experience 

climatic changes that will show increases in temperature with more hot days, there will be 

variation in the rainfall pattern and an increased intensity of tropical cyclones. Furthermore, 

Tuvalu will also continue to experience sea level rise between 4-14cm by the year 2030 and 

increased ocean acidification. The continued sea level rise in combination with extreme 

weather events attribute to the inundation of the low lying nation (Lazrus, 2007; 

MNRE, 1999, 2007; SPREP, 2014). These climatic events also cause coastal erosion which is 

a major issue in Tuvalu because nearly all Tuvaluans live within the coastal areas. 

 

 Salt water intrusion caused by rising sea level has also damaged and destroyed the 

pulaka crops (traditional root crop) and hindered the growth of other fruit trees (Lazrus, 2007; 

SPREP, 2014). Tuvaluans have for centuries relied on pulaka as one of their staple food crop. 

Pulaka plays a very significant role in the cultural context of Tuvaluan lifestyle. It is used in 

weddings, funerals, social, and familial gathering (Locke, 2009; Tekinene, 2013; Thaman, 

2002). However, due to the climate related variations, pulaka farming has become a burden. 

Thus, Webb (2007) highlights that most pulaka farming has been abandoned due to salt water 

intrusion and lowly yields.  

 These changes in climate puts added stress on the already vulnerable environment of 

Tuvalu which also affects the customary lifestyle of Tuvaluans (MNRE, 1999). The Tuvalu 

National Adaptation Programme of Action [NAPA], (2007) also substantiates the climatic 

change challenges faced by the nation. Small island nation such as Tuvalu face uncertain 

future from the threats of climate change (Locke, 2009) which jeopardises the Tuvaluan 

national, political and cultural identities (Lazrus, 2007). 

 Tuvalu has implemented the National Adaptation Programme of Action (NAPA) 

which identifies and implements projects relating to climate change. It focuses on capacity 

building in coastal and marine management, human health and agriculture. It also provides a 

secondary platform to educate and to facilitate sustainable development (MNRE, 2007; 

SPREP). NAPA conducted a nation-wide public consultation with stakeholders from the nine 
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island communities to identify their urgent and immediate needs relating to climate change. It 

facilitates community based projects to address climate change issues.  NAPA is in line with 

the government of Tuvalu goals which is stipulated in their Te Kakeega II National Strategy 

for Sustainable Development 2005- 2015 that is framed around the Millennium Development 

Goals (MDGs). 

  MNRE (2007) has identified that the most damaging effects of climate change in 

Tuvalu will be due to coastal erosion, saltwater intrusion, decreasing marine resources, 

pulaka pit salination, drought, and tropical cyclones. These will adversely impact the crops, 

fruit trees, food security, and health. 

Background to Funafuti - Area of Study 

Figure 3. The map of Funafuti, the capital of Tuvalu. Retrieved 12 November, 2014 from 
http://www.tuvaluislands.com 

 

 Funafuti is the capital island of Tuvalu which has 33 islets with the total land area of 

2.79sq.km. It has a population of 5,131 in 2010 with a density of 1,839 per person per sq.km 

(FSP, 2011). It is encircled by the largest lagoon in Tuvalu which is approximately 23km 

long and 18km wide. Fongafale is the largest individual islet, which is about 500m wide at its 

widest point. About a third of Fongafale is taken up by the airstrip. It has four main villages, 

Fakaifou, Senala, Alapi, and Vaiaku (O'Brien, 2013). Most of the major public utilities and 
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facilities, such as Tuvalu government offices, USP campus, schools, hospital, and the airstrip 

are readily available and accessible in Funafuti. It is one of the major factors for outer island 

urban drift (FSP, 2011). 

 The ever-growing population (see Figure 4) leads to the over exploitation of the 

limited land mass and natural resources (SPREP, 2014 and FSP, 2011), which is also 

exacerbated by the impacts of climate change. Funafuti's economy is made up of cash and 

subsistence economy. There is more economic viability in Funafuti than in outer islands 

because it houses the government of the nation. Hence, the Tuvalu Public Service is the 

biggest employer on the island.  

Figure 4.Trend of population increase and density on Funafuti between periods 1979 to 
2010as presented in the Funafuti Strategic Plan 2011 – 2015, (2011). 

 

 The above graph shows a drastic internal migration trend. This constant urban drift to 

Funafuti without control puts extreme demands on the environment and its already scarce and 

vulnerable natural resources including the health and the arousal of other social risk factors 

(FSP, 2011; Knapman, Ponton & Hunt, 2002). 

Focus of the Current Study 

 The current research was undertaken to understand how psychosocial impact of 

climate change was experienced by the individuals living in Funafuti, the capital of Tuvalu. It 

also identified the coping strategies used by the residents to help deal with the psychosocial 

effects of climate change. The study is an exploratory phenomenological qualitative work 

undertaken to acquire first-hand information from the locals of their lived experiences in 

relation to climate change impacts.  
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 The researchers' intention via this study was to better understand the potential 

psychological impacts of climate change. This focus thus falls in the fields of Health 

Psychology and the Biopsychosocial Model of health, which are closely related to each other 

as they study the impact of the physical environment on people and their well-being. 

Current Issues 

 Some of the environmental concerns encountered by island nations such as Tuvalu are 

their vulnerability to the impacts of storms and droughts, strained fresh water availability due 

to contamination, and sea water incursions. This, as stipulated by Oxfam (2010), makes 

ground water unsuitable for human consumption. The intrusion of salt water due to rising sea 

levels also affects food security as the salinity in the soil impedes pulaka (traditional root 

crop) growth and other subsistence farming (Ministerial Conference on Environment and 

Development in Asia and the Pacific, 2000; Oxfam, 2010; SPREP, 2014). 

 Another reason why sea level rise is of major concern is that, none of the Tuvaluan 

islands are more than three meters above sea level (MNRE, 2007; SPREP, 2014). Other 

climate change vulnerabilities experienced by Tuvalu are rising temperatures that contribute 

to coral bleaching and diminished marine productivity. Increased frequency of extreme 

weather event and sand coastal erosion are also climatic vulnerabilities which Tuvaluans are 

exposed to as most of them live near coastal areas. These climate change vulnerabilities are 

threats to food security and human health (MNRE, 2007; Oxfam, 2010). 

 

 A key priority of climatic adaptation identified by Tuvalu is human health, focusing 

on strengthening community health through the control of vector borne/climate sensitive 

diseases (MNRE, 2007; SPREP, 2014). The Tuvalu National Adaptation Programme of 

Action (NAPA) and MNRE (2007) has stipulated that existing environmental information, 

reports, expert judgments, and understanding gathered from community consultations has 

reflected that climate change will exacerbate the existing environmental problems in Tuvalu. 

 

 Funafuti has a growing population mainly due to internal migration from the outer 

islands. Only 20 percent of the population is indigenous Funafuti and the people from other 

islands who make up the remaining percentage.The influx in the population has placed an 

increased demand to the existing natural resources (FSP, 2011; Knapman et al. 2002; SPREP, 

2014). A participatory Vulnerability and Adaptation Assessment Report on Funafuti 
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Community (2012) undertaken for the  indigenous community of Funafuti identified  climate 

threats that related to drought, king tide, coastal erosion, storm surges, coral bleaching, sea 

level rise, and its probable future impacts. The report also stipulates that impacts of climate 

change are exacerbated by non-climate factors as well such as socio-economic factors, rising 

population, over-crowding, unconventional waste dumping, poverty and increased incident of 

non-communicable diseases (NCDs). As such, the Funafuti community prioritized health as 

one of the area of concern because “they realized that increases incident of NCDs are directly 

a result of climate change” (Vulnerability and Adaptation Assessment Report: Funafuti 

Community, 2012, p.3). 

 

Psychological Implications 

 Climate change is a global issue which can be comprehended via multiple 

perspectives, health psychology being one of them. Doherty and Clayton (2011) identified 

three categories of psychological impacts of climate change, which includes direct and acute 

impacts, psychosocial impact and indirect impact. The direct impact of climate change can 

impact the mental health well-being and can also lead to psychological trauma including an 

impaired sense of place attachment. The climatic variables that can facilitate these 

manifestations can be related to extreme weather, heat, drought or floods, and landscape 

changes. The psychosocial impact that climate change can invoke can be related to intergroup 

conflict, heat-related violence, and unconstructive reactions to climate change impact 

disparity. It can also be associated with reduced   access to natural resources and raise issues 

relating to chronic disaster adjustment. The indirect impact is reflected by threats to 

emotional stability which is derived from observations and uncertainty about future risks. 

These indirect psychological influences emitting from climate change can induce anxiety and 

worry, numbness and apathy, depression and despair, including grief. These psychological 

perspectives address the issue of chronic social and community effects of heat, drought, 

migrations (internal and external), and climate-related conflicts including post disaster 

adjustment (Doherty & Clayton, 2011; Reser and Swim, 2011). 

 

 Minimal consideration has been given to the psychological and social impacts of 

climate change as  majority of studies has focused on the health effects of climate change that 

adheres to the general orientation on the direct physical health impacts (Doherty & Clayton, 
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2011; Fritze et al., 2008; Swim et al., 2010). This notion of health contradicts the World 

Health Organisation’s definition of health which adheres to a holistic approach to health that 

includes physical, mental and social well-being (WHO, 2014).Therefore, health is the optimal 

balance between physical, mental and social well-being (Taylor, 2009) which is mediated by 

socio-economic, biological and environmental factors; whereby several social, psychological, 

and biological dynamics influence the level of mental health of an individual (WHO, 

2014).Therefore, the appropriate model to understand the holistic approach to health is the 

Biopsychosocial Model of Health as it encompasses the biology, psychological and social 

factors that determine the well-being of individuals (Brannon & Feist, 1992; Suls & 

Rothman, 2004; Taylor, 2009).   

Biopsychosocial approach to Understanding Stress 

 The biopsychosocial model of health takes a holistic approach when addressing the 

issue of stress, which is, it takes into consideration the manner in which stress affects the 

body physically, psychologically, and socially. Stress can be perceived as stimuli, the 

response to stimulus or amalgamation of both which can have negative implications in a 

person’s life (Brannon & Feist, 1992; Harrington, 2013).  

 However, it is also imperative to understand that different groups and individuals 

react differently to different stressors which influence their perceptions, interpretations, and 

reaction. It is as such because there is a variation in an individuals’ cognitive appraisal of 

situations (Harrington, 2013; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).  In known environments or 

situations people tend to reflect upon their own individual characteristics such as values, 

perceptions, and thoughts. However, in an environment which is unknown and people cannot 

ascertain their characteristics, they are compelled to deduce them. This deduction process can 

have either a negative or positive impact on a person's well-being (Lazarus & Folkman, 

1984).  

 From the perspective of climate change, stressors constitute direct, indirect, and 

mediated experiences with global and regional climatic variability, weather patterns and 

physical environmental impacts (Reser and Swim, 2011). These climatic impacts could be 

comprehended as discrete events such as sudden or extreme environmental implications 

including natural disasters or continuous environmental stressors such as long lasting adverse 

environmental factors such as drought.  Environmental stress can also be perceived as 
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ambient stressors which are chronic, negatively valued, physically perceptible, and arduous 

for individuals to change them. Drought, soil erosion, and salination are some examples of 

stressors that result from environmental stress (Campbell, 1983; Reser & Swim, 2011). 

 Psychosocial effects tend to be gradual and cumulative and as such its association 

with climate change may be not be clearly assimilated in the minds of those affected 

(Doherty & Clayton, 2011; Reser & Swim, 2011; Swim et al., 2010). Psychosocial impacts of 

climate change are moderated by numerous individual and contextual factors. These 

moderators can play a critical role in increasing or decreasing the severity of the impact as 

can the perception of the impact. 

 The psychosocial approach also provides an insight into emotional reactions which is 

part of information processing and has a direct link to physical and psychological health. The 

American Psychological Association’s Task Force on the Interface between Psychology and 

Global Climate Change (2010) theorises that some resilient emotional responses such as fear, 

despair, and a sense of being overwhelmed or powerless can inhibit thought and action. 

Consequently these well intentioned efforts to inform the public about the effects of climate 

change may impede constructive responses toward climate change. In fact, appealing to fear 

of disasters or health risks may lead to the exact opposite of the desired response. These 

responses may elucidate denial, paralysis, apathy or actions that can create greater risks than 

the one being mitigated. 

 

 The findings of the current study explicated four major thematic areas that are defined 

as:  1).Experiential Impacts of Climate Change, 2).Emotional and Psychological Well-being, 

3).Familial Conflict due to Climate Change and, 4).Coping Strategies. Each of the thematic 

areas identified in the analysis also had multiple sub-thematic areas which reflected the 

psychosocial impacts of climate change and the direct impacts of climate change as 

experienced by the participants.  

Significance of the Study  

 Climate change is a multifaceted phenomenon which has psychological and social 

implications that extends beyond the biophysical (Dorothy & Clayton, 2011). However, the 

psychosocial impact of climatic environmental stressors is not incorporated in the health 

systems which should be taken into consideration because these adversely impact well- 



 

11 
 

being. However, no data exists that provides any such information. Furthermore, though, 

climate change is a global concern, much of the psychological research has been undertaken 

in North America, Europe, and Australia which has produced notable differences among 

these countries (Swim et al., 2010), thus, making it imperative to undertake a study that is 

contextualised via a cultural perspective to provide an insight on the psychosocial implication 

of climate change in the Pacific region. 

 This exploratory research in Funafuti, Tuvalu can assist in identifying psychosocial 

impacts of climate change which can pertain to emotional, cognitive and behavioural 

responses to anticipated threats and experienced impacts, mental health outcomes, and social 

and community impacts. This research can also be used to highlight how stress and coping 

responses moderate and mediate the psychosocial impacts of climate change and the ability 

of individuals and groups to respond adaptively. Many studies concede the presence of 

environmental stressors and how these are perceived. However, there is a paucity of 

information in the field of psychology with regards to risk perception by Pacific island 

countries, especially for the small and vulnerable island nation of Tuvalu with its depleting 

shoreline and limited resources. In addition, this study would help to contribute in some ways 

to understanding psychological impacts from the Pacific Islander perspective.    

 
Thesis Outline 
 
 The thesis is structured into five chapters. Chapter one introduces the study and its 

general orientation. This chapter provides an overview of the components of study including 

the background information, the purpose of study and statement of problem. The significance 

of the study is also highlighted. Chapter two provides an overview of the relevant literature 

review. The literature review presents literature on the psychological theories which are used 

to framework the current study. It provides an understanding of the Biopsychosocial Health 

approach and the components which reflect a holistic model of health and mental well-being. 

An overview of stress and models of stress are also presented in the literature which 

showcases the impact of environment stressors on well-being.  The literature is further 

organised into three broad categories which provides an insight on climate change as 

stressors, climate change as environmental stressors and the outcome of these environmental 

stressors. The psychological well-being and emotional responses are also covered in the 

literature review. 
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 Chapter three provides an in-depth detail on the study methodology of the current 

research. This chapter presents the research paradigm and approach including the participants 

and data gathering procedure. It also includes the researcher's reflection on the current study, 

the analysis of data and the ethical approaches taken into consideration. It further presents the 

attainment of academic rigor for the current study. Chapter 4 presents the findings of the 

qualitative data analysis of the study. This chapter presents the findings from the interview of 

14 participants in Funafuti, Tuvalu.  Chapter 5 discusses the findings in relation to the 

literature review and the practical implications of the study.  It also provides a conclusion and 

recommendations for the study pertaining to the results of the current research. The 

limitations and future implications of the current study are also presented in this chapter. 
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CHAPTER 2 
 

Literature Review 

Overview 

 Climate change is an omnipresent threat to the on-going sustainability of nations 

worldwide (IPCC, 2014). The climatic changes impose a bigger threat for smaller island 

countries such as Tuvalu, with limited land mass and natural resource base. The country is 

considered to be one to the most vulnerable places in the world with regards to climate 

change. The purpose of this research was to understand how climate change was experienced 

by the individuals living in Funafuti, the capital of Tuvalu. The experiences of the 

respondents exhibited psychosocial impacts of climate change. The current study also 

identified the coping strategies used by the respondents to cope with their experiences of 

climate change. The researcher’s intention via this study was to better understand the 

potential psychosocial impacts of climate change which is reflected in the fields of Health 

Psychology from the biopsychosocial model of health. 

 The current literature review explains the holistic approach to well-being which is 

perpetuated by the biopsychosocial paradigm. This chapter also elucidates the impact of 

stressors that activate stress responses. Different theoretical approaches to stress are also 

explained to provide an understanding of its impact on an individual's well-being. The 

literature review further explains the emotional and psychological impacts of climate change. 

Coping approaches are also identified in this literature review to showcase the coping 

mechanisms used by the study respondents. Finally, the chapter provides an insight of the 

previous studies undertaken to facilitate the comprehension of the psychosocial impact of 

climate change and the coping approaches used to mitigate it.   

Biopsychosocial Approach 

 The biopsychosocial model demonstrates the interactive roles of biological, 

psychological and sociological factors. Collectively these components illustrate the holistic 

approach to the overall health and mental well-being of people. The biological component of 

the biopsychosocial model incorporates an individual's physical health, disability and genetic 

vulnerabilities (Bartlet, 1998; Engel, 1977; Frankel, Quill & McDaniel, 2003; Taylor, 2009). 

These are the elements that are predominately reflective in a biomedical approach to health 

that focuses on the somatic bodily process.  
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 On the other hand the psychological elements include beliefs, attitudes, self-esteem, 

and coping skills. These factors reflect the cognitive, emotional and behavioural aspect that 

influences the well-being of an individual. However, the social factors encompass family and 

peer interactions. It identifies the sociological, cultural and familial influences that impact 

one’s health. The social component of biopsychosocial model also incorporates the societal 

values and social class (Bartlet, 1998; Engel, 1977; Frankel et. al, 2003; Taylor, 2009).  

 The biopsychosocial approach demonstrates a general perspective. This perspective 

acknowledges that, while it is important to discern the independent functions of the 

biopsychosocial approach, it is also essential to understand and examine the interaction 

between the three systems. Henceforth, the biopsychosocial theory reflects a wide array of 

elements that influence an individual's health and well-being (Bartlet, 1998; Engel, 1977; 

Frankel et. al; 2003). Thus, making the biopsychosocial paradigm most appropriate to 

understand the impacts of environmental stressors that invoke stress (Bartlet, 1998). 

 The biopsychosocial theoretical paradigm showcases the most appropriate model for a 

holistic approach to health and well-being which is in sync with the World Health 

Organization's concept of health. The biophysical element of BPS and its impact of climate 

was not incorporated in the current study because, firstly, measures are already in place to 

address the traditional concept of health (Clayton et. al, 2014; Reser, 2007; Swim et.al, 2011) 

and secondly, the biological element of this approach is currently beyond the scope of this 

study which explores the lived experiences of climate change on the mental well-being and 

the coping methods practiced by the participants.  

 Therefore, this literature review focuses on the psychological and social implications 

of climate change from an interdisciplinary perspective which fulfils the BPS model of 

holistic health and mental well-being. There is inadequate literature that focuses on the 

potential and actual psychosocial impacts of climate change and the coping strategies used in 

the Pacific. Hence, the literature review presents studies on the psychosocial implications and 

coping strategies of disasters on mental well-being. 

The Relevance of Biopsychosocial Approach to the Current Study 

 The conventional models of health such as the biomedical model mainly concentrates 

on the biological factors of an individual’s health which is not sufficient. Engel (1977) 

asserted that in order to understand the basis of the determinants of disease and to provide 
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rational treatments and health care, the biomedical model also needs to consider the patient 

and the social context in which they live, simultaneously. This supplementary system is 

developed by the society to adapt to the negative effects of illness which is provided by the 

biopsychosocial model.  

 Recent years has seen increase awareness in the holistic and multi-factorial approach 

to health (Bartlet, 1998; Engel, 1977; Harrington, 2013; Taylor, 2009; WHO, 2014). The 

biopsychosocial model of health encompasses this belief. It encompasses the interaction 

between factors at three levels; biological, psychological, social which includes the 

environmental and cultural factors (Bartlet, 1998; Engel, 1977; Harrington, 2013; Taylor, 

2009). 

 The biopsychosocial is the most appropriate health paradigm due to its holistic 

approach in addressing the issue of stress on health and well-being. The biopsychosocial 

approach takes into consideration the manner in which environmental stressors activate the 

stress responses in an individual. It indicates how stress affects the body physically, 

psychologically, and socially (Brannon & Feist, 1992; Harrington, 2013). 

Stress 

 Stress is a complex emotional experience which varies depending on the individual 

and the situation. It occurs when an event or stimulus demands a change. It creates an 

imbalance of what is demanded of an action or situation and what individuals are capable of 

coping with or responding to (Baum, 1990; Taylor, 2009). Stress encompasses both 

subjective feelings and a physiological response (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). However, if it 

is beyond the adaptive capabilities of individuals, it can instigate anxiety, depression, and 

feelings of vulnerability, helplessness, mourning, grief, and despair (Neria & Shultz, 2012). 

 

 Hiebert (1983) stipulates that environmental factors (task difficulty) and internal 

factors such as an individual’s coping skills, perceptions, genetic composition or a 

combination of both factors influence the responsive and adaption stance taken by 

individuals. Hence, the environmental factors are termed as stressors and the individuals’ 

reaction to the stressor is characterised as stress (Hiebert, 1983; Taylor, 2009).  

 Psychosocial stress is invoked upon the evaluation of the stressor by an individual 

who then makes a subjective decision on the perceived threat which can be real or imagined 
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and evaluates their capability in dealing with it effectively. Psychosocial stress can be 

exhibited by threats to an individual’s esteem, social standing, status, and including threats 

that are beyond their control, Lazarus (2005). 

Theoretical Approaches to Stress 

 The theoretical approach to stress is encapsulated in two prominent traditional 

dimensions of physiological stress and psychological stress (Cohen, Evans, Stokols & Krantz, 

1986; Evans & Cohen, 1987; Harrington, 2013). Engel’s biopsychosocial model of stress was 

further developed by Bernard and Krupat (1994); they also used it to showcase the impact of 

stressors that invoke stress reactions. 

 

The Biopsychosocial Model of Stress 

 Using Engel’s biopsychosocial framework, Bernard and Krupat (1994) developed the 

biopsychosocial model of stress which is made up of three components. The first is the 

external component which involves the environmental stimuli (stressor) that occurs before 

stress appraisal but at the same can activate a stress response. Second is the internal 

component which is the neurological and physiological reaction of stress. This is reflective of 

Selye’s general adaptation syndrome of alarm, resistance and exhaustion. Third is the 

interaction between the external and internal components which is mediated via the cognitive 

appraisal. Therefore, stress can be described as a physiological and psychological response to 

stressors, cumulative of an individual’s subjective appraisal of the environment (Howard, 

Schiraldi, Pineda & Campanella, 2006). The biopsychosocial model of stress is presented in 

Figure 5, which represents stress and mental health well-being from a climate change 

perspective. 
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Figure 5. Biopsychosocial model representation of stress and mental health due to climate 

change (modified: Howard et. al, 2006). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Physiological Stress 

 Cannon (1932) and Selye (1956) developed physiological model of stress that centred 

on the sympathetic nervous system and the endocrine system. These approaches focus on the 

homeostatic processes when the body responds to stimuli that impedes the internal 

equilibrium. These responses are stressors that are activated to regain the homeostatic 

equilibrium. 

 

 Cannon’s fight or flight paradigm. 

 According to Cannon (1932), when an individual perceives a threat the body is 

significantly aroused which activates the sympathetic nervous system. This physiological 
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reaction mobilizes the person to address the threat or flee. Fight in this paradigm refers to 

aggressive responses to stress and flight can also be construed as social withdrawal. This 

process can have both positive and negative implications. It can be an adaptive response, as it 

enables the person to respond immediately to the threat and at the same time stress can 

adversely affect emotional and physiological well-being. However, when stress is left 

unattended it creates negative health (Evans and Cohen, 1987; Taylor, 2009). 

 Selye’s general adaptation syndrome. 

 Selye (1956) expanded Cannon’s concepts and developed the general adaptation 

syndrome (GAS), a three phase model of stress. The first is the alarm stage, second is the 

resistance stage and the third and final stage is the exhaustion stage. He suggests that when an 

individual confronts a stressor it activates itself for actions. However, the body will have the 

same physiological pattern of response without being indifferent to the cause of threat. Over a 

prolonged period of time the stress will acutely depreciate the physiological system. 

 Furthermore, the three phase general adaptation syndrome consists of the alarm phase, 

when the body mobilizes itself to meet the threat, the second phase is resistance whereby 

steps are taken to cope with threat and the third phase is the exhaustion phase when there is 

negative outcome of the coping mechanism. In this final stage the physical resources are 

exhausted by the threat thus adversely affecting well-being (Evans & Cohen, 1987, Taylor, 

2009). 

Psychological Stress 

 The psychological model of stress argues that the biological model is restrictive in its 

approach as it only adheres to a set paradigm of stimulus and response which is activated by 

stressor input and has prescribed biological outcomes. The psychological model of stress 

incorporates the psychological and biological responses to threat. This approach concedes 

that different individuals will react differently to the same stressor which is reflective of their 

mental interpretation of the stressor (Cohen et al., 1986; Evans, 1984; Harrington, 2013).  

 Lazarus’s appraisal and coping paradigm. 

 Lazarus (1966) proposed a three phase  cognitive model of stress and coping. This 

approach utilises an appraisal process whereby an appraisal is more than a perception of a 

situation, it is a process where a stressor is evaluated as a threat (negative) or challenge 
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(positive). This is a continous and transactional process (two-way process) between an 

individual and the stressor (event or situation) which is accomapnied by the cognitive 

appraisal (Lazarus & Folkman; 1984; Harrington, 2013). 

 The first process of Lazarus’s model (Cohen et al., 1986; Harrington, 2013; Lazarus 

& Folkman, 1984; Taylor, 2009) is the primary appraisal where an indvidual evaluates 

present and perceived harm or loss emulated from the stimulus which is dependent on the 

personal and situational variables. The second phase is the secondary appraisal process which 

is dualistic in its approach because at the time the primary appraisal of stressful events is 

initiated, the secondary apraisal is simultaneously activated. In this process, coping resources 

are evaluated and a strategy is employed to mitigate the stressor. However, if the the stressor 

demands more than the coping availablity of an indivual, a sense of threat will prevail which 

leads to stress. The final phase is the repraisal state where an individual may change the 

intensity or meaning of the stressor to dimish the the threat (Cohen et al., 1986; Harrington, 

2013; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Taylor, 2009).This final stage assists in managing and 

coping with consequent stress reaction and thus normalizes the homeostatsis. 

Climate Change as a Stressor 

 Stressors can be direct or indirect which is influenced by an individual’s subjective 

experience of climate change that activates the stress and coping process. Therefore, those who 

are directly affected by the biophysical environmental impacts of climate change will have 

increased potential to experience stress because of their close and personal interaction with the 

impacts of climate change together with their perception about the future impacts of climate 

change (Swim et.al, 2011). 

 Stress emulated from actual environmental conditions (Baum, Grunberg & Singer, 

1982) can be manifested in many ways. Therefore, different stressors can provide multiple 

ways in which climate change is experienced and the varied anticipatory and preparatory 

response that needs to be undertaken (Reser & Swim, 2011; Swim et.al, 2011). Evans and 

Cohen (1987) identified four types of general types of stressors, namely, micro stressors, life 

events, cataclysmic stressors, and ambient stressors. These stressors can be isolated and 

incessant events; they can be manifested by sudden trauma including cataclysmic events such 

as hurricanes or tsunamis that can occur suddenly impacting a large population. Stressful life 

events affect fewer people such as death or terminal illness which may or not are predicted 

(Evans & Cohen, 1987; Taylor, 2009).  
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 Similarly, continuous daily stress exacerbates the psychological distress when it is 

assimilated with chronic stress (Taylor, 2009). According to Swim et al., (2011) ambient 

stressors can be manifested as a chronic stressor which can be deemed as an environmental 

stressors because they are intractable conditions of the physical environment and are mainly 

in the background, unnoticed until  they interfere with important goals or directly threaten 

health (Evans, 1984). 

 

 Therefore, climate change can be experienced as discrete and continuous stressor. 

Examples of these can be severe weather related incidents, increase frequency of natural disasters 

such as storms, floods, hurricanes, and other erratic events (Reser & Swim, 2011; Swim et.al, 

2011). They further state, that chronic environmental factors can be manifested in the form of 

drought and other constant environmental changes such as soil erosion, salination and gradual 

toxification. Climate change can also be construed as ambient stressor because the climatic 

changes are often in the background. These changes are embedded in the natural variations in 

climate, therefore, making it difficult to discern the slow progression of the climatic changes. 

This can be misconstrued as a normal habituation and expectancy, or the effects are considered to 

be relevant to the future than the current generation (Clayton, Manning & Hodge, 2014; Swim, 

et.al, 2011). 
 
 Most literature focuses on the physical characteristics of setting that evoke stress and 

coping processes.  Evans (1984) suggests that stress is a process between the environment 

and an individual's appraisal of the potential threat from the environment together with the 

availability of the coping resources to determine how environmental conditions affect health 

and well-being. In the climate change context, the stressors can be direct, indirect or mediated 

with experiences comprehended as events or situations that activate the stress and coping 

process (Reser & Swim, 2011; Swim et. al, 2011). The biophysical environmental impacts 

(stressors) of climate change can induce stress which could be influenced by an individual’s 

immediate personal experiences with climate change together with their perception about the 

future impacts of climate change.  

Climate Change As A Pyschological Stressor 

 Environmental stressors can impede an individuals’ ability to predict and control the 

environments in which they live. This inability to control personal environments can cause 

anxiety and distress (Evans & Cohen, 1987; Reser & Swim, 2011; Shapiro, Schwartz & 
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Astin, 1995). Worry and fear is also reflective of the psychosocial impact of climate change 

that can affect the adaption process (Davey & Wells, 2006; Doherty & Clayton, 2010; Reser, 

2004). Responses, such as hope has positive implication which generates optimism that 

enhances the likelihood of individuals adopting constructive coping strategies by engaging 

themselves with the situation. However, Reser and Swim (2011) state that, the status of 

environmental concern and emotional responses to climate change is essential, however, it is 

an insufficient and unresolved conceptual and theoretical issue. 

 Albrecht (2011) and Moser (2013) used the term ecoanxiey, whereby people who 

experience and observe the gradual and mostly irrevocable impacts of climate change express 

concern and worry about their future and the future of their children and the later generations. 

This can aggravate the level of stress which can lead people to feel a sense of loss, 

helplessness and frustration arising from their inability to mitigate climate change. The 

Australian Psychological Society (APS, 2014) also provides an insight on the emotions and 

psychological implication of environmental threats and anticipatory threat of uncertain future. 

The emotions that people can exhibit may include anxiety, scared, sad, depressed, numb, 

helpless, and hopelessness. Their inability to cope or address the climate issue can also lead 

to minimising or denying the existence of the issue or they will resort to avoidance tactics. 

 APS (2014) further highlights that individuals can be sceptical and desensitised 

because they may feel that these climatic issues cannot be mitigated and can go on for infinite 

period and as such try to minimize their stress. Furthermore, if people believe that climate 

change is beyond their control they will increasingly be dependent on others such as 

governments and technology. They can also become resigned, cynical and fed up with the 

issue. 

Psychological Well-being 

 Climate change is widely referenced as the change in the global and regional climate 

patterns. However, it also refers to other environmental challenges that are causally 

associated with climate change, such as resource depletion and biodiversity. Furthermore, 

others, like overpopulation and pollution, though, not directly linked to climate change but its 

impact as an indirect environmental stressor can exacerbate the psychosocial impact of 

climate due to the increased demand for the declining environmental resources (Reser & 

Swim 2011; Swim et. al, 2011). There is a paucity of literature that focuses specifically on 
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the psychological well-being due to climate change impacts but on the other hand, literature 

on disaster, and its impact on psychological well-being is readily available. Therefore, it was 

imperative for the current literature review to reference disaster literature in this section 

because it projects the impacts of climate change on health and mental well-being (Bourque 

& Willox, 2014; Clayton et.al, 2014, Willox et. al, 2013).Thus, using selected disaster 

literature, this section aims to provide an insight on the impacts of climate change on health 

and psychological well-being. 

 A study by Albrecht et al. (2007) revealed that people who are exposed to 

environmental change tend to experience negative effects that are intensified by their sense of 

powerlessness and lack of control due to the changing process. They developed a new 

concept of solastalgia that relates to the distress caused by environmental change affecting 

people while directly associated with their home environment. They conducted their study in 

the Hunter Valley (New South Wales, Australia). Their data was derived from the lived 

experiences of communities living through continual drought and the impact of large scale 

open-cut coal mining. Their study identified that the communities living in the Hunter Valley 

experienced a sense of loss and nostalgia about their past landscapes and local environment. 

Albrecht et al., (2007) developed the concept of solastalgia in order to understand and 

describe the psychological impacts of local environmental change.   

 

 Using the concept of solastalgia, a similar study was undertaken by McNamara and 

Westboy (2011). They used data from the indigenous communities in the Torres Strait region 

of Australia to explore the biophysical impacts of environmental change together with 

potential emotional, cultural and psychosocial impacts. Their study was undertaken to explain 

the communities’ sense of loss and sadness over their changing environments as a 

consequence of climate change. Their study used the concept of solastalgia to discern the 

experiences of environmental change for both male and female elders of Erub Island. Those 

elders were considered to hold strong connections to their environment, local knowledge of 

seasons, and adaptation to environmental perturbations (McNamara & Westboy, 2011).  

 

 Another study by Searle and Gow (2009) also undertaken in Australia, explored the 

psychological impacts of climate change to examine individual vulnerability to distress. This 

study was undertaken at a time when the country was recovering from a 15 year drought and 

stringent water restrictions were enforced. Their study illustrated that their participants 
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conceptualised climate change as an unexpected environmental events such as natural 

disasters, weather patterns, and changes to lifestyle such as water restrictions and sun 

exposure. These environmental changes were considered to be leading to other future social 

problems such as mass migration, increasing food prices, competition for natural resources, 

and including more extreme climatic events. These beliefs reflected a critical view of climate 

change as a threat with a negative perception for future that may be contribute to greater 

climate related distress in the general population. 

 After their preliminary findings from their first research, Searle and Gow (2010) 

conducted another study to assess personality factors together with environmental beliefs and 

religiosity. Their study showed an increase in public awareness about climate change but at 

the same time it showed a relationship between climate change and symptoms displaying 

depression, anxiety and stress. Gender disparity was also revealed that showed females under 

the age of 35 years, who had pro-environmental sentiments displayed more anxiety. Their 

study thus revealed the existence of climate change distress.  

 With regards to drought, Carnie, Berry, Blinkhorn, and Hart (2011) undertook a study 

in rural schools in New South Wales, Australia. They reported that the prolonged drought had 

negative mental impact. Participants disclosed the existence of mental health and relationship 

issues at home and school. The children's distress arose from their concern about their family, 

isolation and their inability to get help. Their distress was also compounded by concerns 

about their educational and employment impediment.  Fritze et al., (2008) also concur that 

climate change has a lifecycle impact that affects children and young people negatively. It is 

usually manifested with regards to the uncertainty of their future which is not of their making 

and as such, their experiences with threats of climate change impact will be significantly 

varied in contrast to their parents and grandparents. They can also be confused about the facts 

and actual impact of climate which can lead to increased worry and anxiety which will be 

challenging for them to comprehend. 

 

 In a natural disaster context, Weems et al. (2007) explored the psychosocial impacts 

of Hurricane Katrina which contextualises variation in psychological symptoms, social 

support and discrimination. Participants were recruited in the primary areas affected by 

Hurricane Katrina which included residents of metropolitan New Orleans, Greater New 

Orleans and the Mississippi Gulf Coast. They were assessed for posttraumatic stress disorder 

symptoms, other psychological symptoms, perceptions of discrimination, perceptions of 
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social support reflecting evacuation distance, and the extent to which they experienced 

hurricane-related stressful events. Their findings were consistent with previous research on 

the impact of disasters on mental health symptoms. The results revealed individual 

differences to response to trauma which denoted that regional context predicted specific 

variance in the experience of emotional symptoms, social support, and discrimination 

(Weems et al., 2007). 

 

 Similarly, Freedy, Saladin, Kilpatrick, Resnick and Sounders (1994) took a household 

probability sample of adults four to seven months after the Sierra Madre earthquake in Los 

Angeles County. Their findings showed that resource loss was positively associated with 

psychological distress. The resource loss predicted psychological distress and resource loss 

was associated with mild to moderate elevations in psychological distress.   

 Approaching climate change from a public health perspective, Berry, Bowen and 

Kjellstrom (2010) suggested that climate change will escalate into more severe weather 

patterns that will adversely affect mental health. Using an explanatory framework, their 

results indicated that climate change may have direct impacts on mental health by exposing 

individuals and communities to trauma. There are also indirect effects that include physical 

health impacts such as extreme heat exposure which can cause heat exhaustion interplaying 

with mental health issues. The other is the community well-being, whereby climate change 

deteriorates the social environments which negatively impact vulnerable population, places 

and low income economy (Berry et al., 2010, Kjellstrom, 2009). 

 A Meta-analysis study by Fritze, Blashki, Burke and Wiseman (2008) elucidated three 

implications of climate change on mental health. Firstly, they stipulated that the frequency of 

erratic weather patterns will mediate the severity of mental health issues. Secondly, 

communities which are most susceptible to climate change are already facing disruptions to 

their socio-economic and environmental factors that mitigate their mental health. Thirdly, 

there is increased awareness of multiple ways that climate change as an environmental stress 

can create emotional anxiety and distress about future. 

 The above literature reveals that environmental stressors can impact the psychological 

well-being of individuals. However, there is insufficient literature from a Pacific perspective 

which focuses on the vulnerable small island population who are experiencing the impact of 

climate change. The paucity of such literature undermines the actual implication of the 



 

25 
 

psychological well-being due to climate change in the Pacific region. Furthermore, Frumkin, 

Hess, Luber, Malilay and McGeehin (2008) and Reser and Swim (2011) acknowledge that 

the psychological and mental health implications of climate change have only recently been 

recognised within climate change and health frameworks. 

Displacement 
 

 Climate change impact together with anticipatory climatic threat is already 

compelling communities to relocate (Agyeman, Devine-Wright, & Prange, 2009; Campbell, 

Goldsmith and Koshy, 2007). Such coerced relocations invoke psychosocial reactions due to 

their emotional attachment to place, disturbance to their interpersonal and intrapersonal 

network and support system. This can be manifested as grief, anxiety, and sense of loss, 

especially for people who possess a strong sense of place identity.  

 

 Loss of connection to place and sense of belonging associated with displacement from 

one’s home place can also undermine mental health (Agyeman et al., 2009; Campbell et al., 

2007; Fullilove, 1996). Relating to displacement, Kidner (2007) has stated that the impact of 

these emotions is under-appreciated because of the subjective feelings about environmental 

loss is not recognised in the traditional scientific and economical paradigm of climate change. 

 In the Australian context,  Fraser et al., (2005) contemplate that vulnerable 

communities, especially from rural, coastal and Torres Strait are more susceptible to mental 

health issues arising from exodus of local population who will be displaced for economic 

sustainability. Factors such as economic, social, climatic and resource vulnerability can 

interact with physical climate change which can instigate displacement. There is a collective 

agreement that long term effects of climate change compounded with extreme weather 

patterns will displace a vast number of people, mostly from already vulnerable communities 

(Fraser et al., 2005).  

Place Attachment and Identity 

 Place attachment is the emotional and cultural attachment of individuals and groups to 

their environmental setting. Though, place attachment generally has emotional bearing, it is 

in fact an amalgamation of emotions, cognitions, behaviours, and actions that people 

establish with the place (Altman & Low, 1992; Devin-Wright, 2009; Hidalgo & Hernandez, 
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2001). Attachment to place occurs at individual level and also as a group perspective, thus 

developing a collective and cultural attachment to place. It also includes intra and 

interpersonal relationships. This attachment also encompasses and establishes symbolic and 

tangible connection with spirituality, nation, past experiences, and psychological states 

(Altman & Low, 1992). They further stipulate that the cognitive aspect of place attachment 

involves spatial perception, where people know the environmental factors and use it to 

mitigate their perception. Accordingly, behavioural aspects are the functional relationship 

between people and their environment and the emotional interaction with place is the feeling 

of being one with the place. 

 

 Furthermore, Hummon’s (1992) study on community sentiment presented varied 

types of senses to place which included rootedness, alienation, relativity, and placelessness 

which reflected the people’s sense of identity, satisfaction and attachment to the community. 

Hashemnezhad, Heidari and Hoseini (2013) states, the sense of place is the relationship 

between an individual, and environmental factors. These are entrenched in the subjective 

experience of people (memories, traditions, history, culture, and society) and are influenced 

by objective and external variable from the environment (smell, sound and landscape). They 

postulate that sense of place is not predetermined but is the collective interaction between 

people and places which is formed by cultural factors, personal factors and memories and 

experiences (Hashemnezhad et. al, 2013). 

 

 When place has become an integral part of self and one cannot separate oneself from 

their place of attachment, that specific place thus become a part of self-identity and this 

accumulation of self and place is referred to as place-identity (Gifford, 2007; Hernandez, 

Hidalgo, Laplace & Hess 2007; Scannell & Gifford, 2009). Hernandez et al., 2007 conducted 

two studies which revealed that place attachment is developed before place identity in case of 

non-natives.  

 

 Willox et al., (2012, 2013) conducted qualitative case studies to discern the linkages 

between climate change and changing sense of place, and mental health in an Inuit context. 

Their study was undertaken to understand climate change impacts on place, a sense of place, 

place-attachment, and place-based identities as indicators of climate-related health and 

adaptation. Their findings indicated that climate change adversely impact feelings of place 

attachment by disrupting hunting, fishing, foraging, trapping, and travelling. The changing 
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local landscapes also showed a negative impact on physical, mental, and emotional health 

and well-being. They also indicated a need to consider place-attachment which reflects vital 

aspects in formulating climate health and adaptation programs. 

 

 Rogan, O’Connor and Horwitz (2005) also highlighted in their study that 

environmental changes adversely affect the biophysical components and was one of the 

salient variables which influence the manner in which the participants developed their 

relationship with their surroundings. They indicated that place held sentimental personal 

meanings and was a platform for learning and personal growth. It also contributed as family 

continuity and held spiritual significance that regulated people’s emotion. 

Coping 

 Stress and coping are interactive elements that mitigate environmental events, 

psychosocial processes, and physiological response (Fleming et al., 1994). Coping responses 

to climate change impacts are perceived by appraising explicit impacts that are experienced 

or anticipated (Bradely, Reser, Glendon & Ellul, 2012). Public appraisals of the adaptation 

and mitigation responses together with social processes and media portrayals can also affect 

coping appraisals (Reser & Swim, 2011). 

Approaches to Coping  

 In the psychology context, resilience of an individual level refers to inner strengths 

and coping resources essential for adaptation to situational demands. In relation to 

communities, it means social strengths of a community; for example, in the form of collective 

resources, knowledge, social supports, and social capital (Bonanno, 2004; Bonanno & 

O'Neill, 2001; Schoon, 2006). Vulnerability refers to the extent individuals are susceptible to, 

and are unsuccessful in coping with the adverse effects of climate change (Bradely et al, 

2012; Reser & Swim, 2011). Vulnerability was mediated by climate change impacts such as 

its magnitude and rate of change together with climatic and individual variance such as the 

degree of exposure to climate change impact, community cohesion, and adaptive capacity at 

individual, and community level (Reser & Swim, 2011). 

 Human response to stress not only includes negative emotional reactions, but also 

coping responses (Moskowitz, 2001). Coping is the amalgamation of thoughts and 
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behaviours that are utilised to moderate internal and external demands of situations (Folkman 

& Moskowitz, 2004; Taylor, 2009). Lazarus and Folkman (1984) define coping as a 

spontaneous reaction to something perceived as stressful. Stress and coping are transactional 

processes that involve three main phases which are appraisal, emotion, and coping. There are 

two major paradigms of coping. The first is problem-focused coping which addresses the 

issues that causes stress and adopts practical strategies to alleviate the stressful situation. 

These strategies include problem solving measures, time management and getting viable 

social support. 

The second coping paradigm is emotion-focused coping strategy which tries to 

regulate emotional consequences of stressful or perceived stressful events (Lazarus & 

Folkman, 1984; Ojala, 2013, Taylor, 1998). According to Lazarus and Folkman (1984), 

coping does not only address well-being at a micro level but at macro level as well. That is, 

the feasibility of coping strategies is not only influenced by an individual’s own ability but 

also with their interaction with others, such as from one's own social and community 

structure and outsiders as well.  

 

 Generally, people tend to use both types of strategies to address stressful events and 

situations (Folkman & Lazarus, 1980, Taylor, 1998, 2009). However, the type of strategy is 

influenced by personal dispositions (their ability to cope more effectively than others) and 

also with the type of stressful situation. Problem-focused coping (adaptive strategy) is 

typically engaged if the stressful situation is perceived to be controllable. Whereas, when 

stressors are deemed to be less controllable, people utilise emotion focused coping (Lazarus 

& Folkman, 1984). 

 In recent years, a third paradigm, meaning-focussed coping has been developed to 

look at how people regulate negative emotions. This approach engages in positive re-

appraisal whereby the individual knows the existence of the stressor but is still able to reverse 

one’s perspective. They can achieve this by elucidating the meaning and benefits in stressful 

situations, revising one’s goal, and focusing on one’s spiritual belief (Folkman, 2008). This 

strategy activates positive emotions rather than reducing negative emotions. However, it 

cannot be deemed as denial because positive emotions can assist the individual to confront 

the stressor and engage in problem focused efforts. Hence, positive emotions can mediate in 

the adverse physiological and psychological impacts of stress. 
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 The coping literature also acknowledges active and avoidant coping strategies. Active 

coping strategies are prompted by behavioural or psychological responses which seek to 

change the nature of the stressor itself or how one perceives it. Avoidant coping strategies are 

deemed as a maladaptive coping method because individuals engage in behaviours and 

actions which are adverse responses to stress (Livneh, 2000; Taylor, 1998). Furthermore, 

Moskowitz (2001) adheres to three categories of coping responses which include problem 

focused coping, avoidant coping, and social coping. Problem focused responses are 

behaviours or cognitive efforts that mediate the source of stress. Avoidant coping responses 

engage in wishful thinking, diversion, and distracting thoughts to suppress stress. It can also 

include behavioural disengagement. Social coping is utilised when individuals seek 

assistance, information and support to address the source of stress.  

 
 A study by Homburg, Stolberg and Wagner (2007) found that problem-focused 

strategies were positively related to measures of both environmental stress and pro-

environmental behaviour. Additionally they identified that emotion-focused strategy, of 

denial of guilt, was negatively correlated.  Zomeren, Spears and Leach (2010) presented that 

individuals who used problem-focused coping in relation to the climate threat were 

predisposed to have environmental action intentions and as such coping with the climatic risk 

does have implications for well-being and environmental engagement.  

 

 A qualitative study undertaken by Ojala (2012) looked at how children, adolescents, 

and young adults cope with climate change. Her study showed that together with problem-

focused and emotion-focused coping, meaning-focused strategies were generally engaged to 

activate hope in relation to climate change. Ojala (2013) using her first study as a framework 

conducted a quantitative study on a group of 12-year-olds. Her study identified three coping 

strategies, which were problem-focused coping (cognitive), de-emphasizing the seriousness 

of climate change (denial, egocentric thinking, not caring), and meaning-focused coping 

(positive reappraisal, trust). Using same measures as her second study, Ojala (2013) 

undertook another study, this time focusing on adolescents. The results indicated that 

cognitive problem-focused coping was related to general negative effect in this age group. It 

also showed positive outcomes of using meaning-focused coping which is closely affiliated 

with positive emotions.  
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 In a longitudinal study on social support in natural disaster context, Kaniasty and 

Norris (1993) established that social support was integral to the dynamic relationship between 

individuals, their social networks and environmental impositions. Also, from a manmade 

disaster context Heyman, Brennan and Colarossi (2010) undertook a study using a single-

group correlation. Students in the New York metropolitan area were selected six months after 

September 11, 2001. They confirmed that event-exposure stress was positively related to 

problem-focused coping which also stipulated event-exposure stress had a positive direct 

effect on psychological distress. 

 Another study (Baum, Fleming & Singer, 1983) from a technological disaster context 

looked at coping with chronic stress with regards to Three Mile Island nuclear accident. The 

findings indicated that both emotional-focused coping and self-blame were linked with less 

stress than were problem-focused coping and denial. Additionally, emotional regulation and 

assumption of responsibility for encountered difficulty were related to one another. It also 

showed that perceived control, which showcases that control-oriented coping style where the 

perception of control is maintained, can be useful in diminishing distress associated with 

technological catastrophes (Fleming & Singer, 1983). 

 

 A cross-sectional study in Australia by Bradely et al. (2012) assessed the role of 

coping strategies associated with climate change. Their focus was primarily on four coping 

strategies which included avoidance/denial, cognitive reframing, social support seeking, and 

psychological adaptation. They established that different coping strategies were activated at 

different stages of stress experience. However, the climate change variables that their study 

focussed on was related to the perception of risk posed by climate change, distress caused by 

the implication of climate change and behavioural changes aimed in the mitigation of climate 

change impacts. Furthermore, they stated that future studies need to undertake into 

consideration objective measures such as climate change experiences to enhance the 

understanding about coping strategies associated with climate change.  

 

 The above studies reveal that coping strategies are activated with regards to climate 

change, however, as stated by Bradely et al. (2012) there is insufficient literature that focuses 

on the coping strategies relating to the experience of climate change impact which is an 

integral aspect of the current study. 
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Religious Coping 

 Religious coping is the application of general religious beliefs and practices to 

specific forms of coping. It acts as a conduit between one’s general religious orientation and 

stressful life events (Pargament, 1997; Pargament, Smith, Koenig and Perez, 1998). Religious 

coping utilises four control oriented coping approaches which includes self-directing coping, 

whereby people rely on themselves to cope rather than involving god. A deferring approach 

is utilised when all the coping is passively deferred to god whereas a collaborative approach 

to coping involves both the individual and god as collaborative partners. The other is 

petitionary coping which involves pleas and petition for divine intervention (Pargament, 

1997). 

 Chan and Rhodes (2013) undertook a study looking at positive and negative religious 

coping strategies and their relationship with posttraumatic stress (PTS), psychological 

distress, and posttraumatic growth (PTG) in the natural disaster context of Hurricane Katrina. 

Their survey was conducted one year and four years after the disaster. Their findings showed 

that negative religious coping accompanied psychological distress but not posttraumatic 

stress. However positive religious coping was indicative of posttraumatic growth.  

Coping through Migration 

 There is some indication that some individuals may be coping with the climate change 

by migrating. Farbotko and Lazrus (2012) concur that understanding climate change requires 

broad conceptualisations which reflects numerous voices. However, they argue that climate 

mobility in relation to vulnerable population, often termed as refugees disregards the 

historical ordinary mobility among affected populations. They undertook a study in Tuvalu as 

it juxtaposes migration as everyday practice with climate refugee narratives. According to 

them Tuvalu has been positioned to substantiate the concept of climate change displacement 

in this crisis narrative. Their study conceptualises that migration and cultural changes are not 

an indicator of crisis but part of everyday life.  

 Migration due to climate change, itself does not entail how Tuvaluans envisage their 

future, however, (Farbotko & Lazrus, 2012) it is the manner in which climatic changes such 

as seal level rise is portrayed and governed. They further postulate that Tuvaluans who are 

living overseas such as in New Zealand, have done so not due to elements of immediate 
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flooding, but because of ever-increasing webs of association formed with New Zealand 

through educational, employment, environmental and familial needs and opportunities. 

 Farbotko and Lazrus (2012) affirm that climate change related migration is likely to 

be a reality, but it need not be a refugee crisis. They highlighted that they wanted to provide 

an islander perspective on climate change and migration. According to them, migration is an 

ordinary activity which cannot be deemed to have positive or negative implications. In a 

similar context Mortreux and Barnet (2009) conducted a study in Funafuti, the capital of 

Tuvalu to discern the reason for participants’ intention to migrate with regards to climate 

change. They undertook this study to challenge the general belief that there will be mass 

migration due to climate change. Their study concurs with Farbotko & Lazrus (2012) that 

people do not consider climate change as a significant motivator to migrate if they desire to 

do so; they would prefer to reside in Funafuti due to their lifestyle culture and identity. 

 However, Locke (2009) focused on climate change-induced internal migration in the 

Republic of Kiribati and Tuvalu. He used the term environmental migrants to refer to people 

who due to sudden or gradual changes in the environment that negatively affects their life and 

well-being, are compelled to their leave their habitual homes; or make a learned decision to 

do so either temporarily or  permanently, either  abroad or internally. Adger, Barnett, Brown, 

Marshall and O’Brien (2013) also coined the term ecomigration resulting from environmental 

refugees to reflect the same.  

 

 Locke’s (2009) study looked at migration from an internal perspective (inter island 

migration) in Kiribati and Tuvalu. In relation to Tuvalu, his findings stated that there were 

increased population movements to urban central islands (Funafuti) from outer islands. This 

is attributed to negative climate change impacts and socio-economic factors. According to 

Locke (2009) this economic migratory pull factors together with environmental push factors, 

are coercing the population to migrate from the outer to central islands which leads to high 

population densities putting a strain on the already limited resources. He further stipulates 

that the constant global sea level rise can lead to increased outward migration. 

The Importance of Current Study 

 Based on an overview of the literature, there is a prevalence of psychological impacts, 

both direct and indirect, as a result of climate change. Climate change is a multifaceted 

phenomenon which is studied from an interdisciplinary perspective. However, there is a 
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paucity of literature on the psychosocial impact and coping approaches in the field of 

psychology. Literature on climate change and its impact is generally available from the 

physical environment and scientific perspective. Though, studies do include some aspects of 

psychology such as cognition, risk appraisal and coping, these are from other disciplines and 

area of study. 

 

 Moreover, a lot of literature is available on disaster and its implication on the 

psychosocial well-being and coping strategies. Though, it can be used to frame the 

psychosocial and coping mechanism but, it is very distinctive from the cumulative and 

gradual impact of climate change. More longitudinal studies are needed in the Pacific to 

assess this. Current literature does not consider geographical placement of Pacific as majority 

of studies are conducted in developed countries which are more focused on behavioural 

changes to reduce climate change. Most studies that do show the psychosocial elements of 

climate change are from western perspective thus diluting its relevance in the Pacific because 

the framework is not culturally contextualised.  
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CHAPTER 3 

Methodology 

 This chapter discusses the methodological approach used to explore the lived 

experiences of psychosocial impact of climate change on the people of Funafuti, the capital 

of Tuvalu. The population sample, data gathering process, and data analysis are also 

presented. The chapter concludes with a summary that projects the association between the 

main sections of the research design methodology. 

 

Research Paradigm 

 

 The purpose of the research was to conduct a qualitative study in Funafuti, the capital 

of Tuvalu to acquire first-hand information from locals about their lived experiences in 

relation to climate change impacts as well as their future aspirations. The study undertook a 

qualitative method as it is a naturalistic approach whereby the study of a phenomenon is 

conducted in its natural environment. Furthermore, a qualitative approach provides a platform 

that facilitates the study of a phenomenon without preconceived concepts and categories of 

analysis (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Patton, 2002). This approach was deemed appropriate for 

this study as it allowed the researcher to access in-depth and meaningful data reflective of an 

individual’s experience of the phenomenon of climate change. 

 There are many variations of the qualitative paradigm which embraces different forms 

of inquiry but the general aim of qualitative researchers is to understand the meaning that 

people have constructed of their world and how they experience it (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 

2002). A phenomenological approach was used for this exploratory research because it 

focuses on exploring how people make sense of their individual experiences and transform 

them into consciousness (Creswell, 2013, 2009; Patton, 2002). It reflects the understanding of 

persons' experiences of their world which is established by understanding rather than 

statistical outcomes. It is not an approach that adheres to testing of hypothesis. This approach 

methodologically captures and describes how people experience the phenomenon and how 

they perceive it, feel about it, and talk about it (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002). 

 

 A phenomenological study enables the researcher to identify a phenomenon that is 

experienced and shared by several individuals. The meaning and understanding of these 
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shared experiences of a phenomenon is vital in the development and of practices or policies 

and to garner more insightful understanding of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 

1994).  

 The research questions of this study also adhere to the qualitative approach which 

encompasses an individual’s experience and the meanings people make of their experiences 

whilst they are in their own social and interpersonal environment. According to Patton (2002) 

this is approach is also undertaken when not enough research has been conducted about a 

phenomenon for standardised instruments to have been developed. 

Participants 

 

 To gain access to research participants in Tuvalu, the researcher sought assistance 

from a fellow colleague, a post graduate student and a secondary school teacher from 

Funafuti, Tuvalu. He assisted in arranging for a well-connected gatekeeper to the community 

who provided support in recruiting the participants while at the same time making 

introductions with the sample population to establish rapport. However, before fieldwork was 

conducted, a pilot study was conducted with Tuvaluans living in Funafuti who were studying 

in University of the South Pacific (USP), Laucala Bay Campus. The pilot study enabled the 

researcher to review and refine the interview questions and approach 

 

 The gatekeeper, after the initial contact in Tuvalu arranged for a translator. The 

translator also acted as a guide in Funafuti and was instrumental in establishing contacts with 

the participants. Apart from researchers’ primary contact, before going to Tuvalu the 

researcher met with the Tuvaluan Deputy High Commissioner in Fiji and presented her 

credentials, she also met with the head of University of the South Pacific Tuvalu campus who 

also provided assistance in Tuvalu. 

 In a phenomenological study, participants are selected because they can divulge in-

depth, detailed and significant information about their shared experiences (Merriam, 2009; 

Patton, 2002). Therefore, purposive sampling using the snowballing technique was used to 

select participants for the study. 

 Fourteen indigenous Tuvaluan participants residing on the capital of Funafuti for 

more than 15 years were selected, because climate change is a gradual effect and over the last 

decade it has become more visible. The group included the participants who were born and 
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raised in Funafuti, and also those who had relocated to Funafuti from other 9 islands of 

Tuvalu. There was no delimitation on age, gender or social-economic status of the 

participants.  

 The snowballing technique is a subset of purposive sampling which allows the 

researcher to systematically select participants who will provide rich data for the purpose of 

the study (Patton, 2001; Rossman & Rallis, 2012). This approach was used in the fieldwork 

of the current study because it is a convenient and effective way to locate preferred 

participants. This approach enabled the participants to refer other participants. Access to the 

participants was made easier with the assistance of the interpreter who helped find 

participants. Though, the geographical area of participation was on a small scale, it was 

challenging to find participants meeting the research criteria as a majority of potential 

participants were from other islands of Tuvalu who had recently relocated to Funafuti. 

Snowballing also presented a very good platform for the researcher to interact with the 

general population which was a useful tool for data collection. It allowed the researcher to 

better contextualise the research interviews and provided insight and understanding of 

climate and its impact on non-participants as well. 

 It is essential for a phenomenological study to select participants who all had 

experienced the same phenomenon (Merriam, 2009; Patton, 2002) which in this study is the 

climate change impact on the psychosocial well-being of the participants. This diverse set of 

participants was selected in order to draw from a broader range of experiences of the 

phenomenon of climate change. The participants were able to richly describe their 

experiences, providing varying accounts of a particular phenomenon that when taken as a 

whole will create an understanding of their lived experiences. Table 1 provides demographic 

detail about all of the participants in the current study.  

 

Table 1 

Summary of Participant Demographics 

PARTICIPANTS GENDER AGE PLACE OF 
BIRTH 

OCCUPATION  

Puaita Female 60 Outer Islander Housewife 
Lupe  Female 29 Funafuti Civil Servant 
Salilo Female 78 Outer Islander Pre-school teacher (retired) 
Ilaisita Female 25 Outer Islander Pre-school teacher  
Pulafaga Female 35 Outer Islander Tourism Industry 
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PARTICIPANTS GENDER AGE PLACE OF 
BIRTH 

OCCUPATION  

Siusan Female 19 Funafuti Tertiary Student 
Finikaso Male 58 Outer Islander Retired sailor 
Nemaia Male 24 Funafuti Seafarer  
Iosua Male 68 Funafuti Island Court Member 
Malaki Male 35 Funafuti Construction Worker 
Uluao Male 23 Funafuti Civil Servant 
Mataio Male 43 Funafuti Unemployed 
Semi Male 21 Funafuti Tertiary Student 
Enele Male 20 Funafuti Civil Servant 

Mean age of participants : 38 years 
 

Interview Strategies 

 Data for phenomenological studies are predominately gathered by in-depth interview 

processes that do not adhere to a rigid data collection methodology. It utilises open-ended 

questions in an interactive manner to collect data (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994). The 

current study also followed this phenomenological approach to gather data using a semi-

structured interview questionnaire to guide research questions. The core research questions 

that guided the study are as follows: 

1. What is the participant’s perception of climate change? 

2. What are the participants lived experiences of climate change? 

3. How does climate change impact the psychological well-being of individuals living in 

Funafuti, Tuvalu?  

4. What coping strategies are used by the individuals living in Funafuti, Tuvalu to 

mitigate the psychological impacts of climate change? 

 
 In phenomenological interviews, it is imperative that researchers create an ambience 

which provides the participants the opportunity to reflect their experiences without any 

constraints or biases. The researcher also needs to seek clarification when necessary 

(Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994) which was practiced in this study. This was achieved by 

the researcher via a two way process, first the researcher wrote down the issue on which she 

needed further clarification thereafter, after each interview she interacted with individual 

participants in an informal manner and within the context of casual conversation elucidated 

information regarding the issues that needed further clarification. The interpreter also assisted 

in any further clarifications that were needed. This is essential because a phenomenological 
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interview provides the gist of the study, which is to elucidate the meaning and understanding 

of the central themes of the participants lived experience pertaining to phenomenon under 

study. 

 

Data Gathering Procedures 

 

 The pre-field work took more than 3 months. The pre-field work in Suva, the capital 

of Fiji was important because it enabled the researcher to familiarise herself with the 

geographical placement of field work and needed to acquaint herself with the nuances of the 

place. This was achieved by liaising with the Tuvalu High Commission in Suva, seeking their 

permission to undertake this research in Funafuti. Other various meetings were held with 

stakeholders that provided a better insight on the impact of climate change in Tuvalu. These 

included the Director of Pacific Centre for Environment & Sustainable Development (PACE-

SD), Tuvalu Campus Director and discussions with undergraduate and post graduate students 

from Tuvalu. Within this timeframe a pilot study was also developed and undertaken before 

the researcher embarked on her fieldwork. 

Next, the researcher travelled to Tuvalu to conduct the interviews. After initial 

introduction and establishing rapport with the participants, the researcher engaged in 

gathering data with the assistance of a translator/guide in relations to their first-hand 

experience of climate change via face to face un-structured interviews with guiding questions 

and probing questions where the researcher deemed necessary. These interviews lasted 

between 50 to 60 minutes. Before the beginning of each session, the researcher, with the 

assistance of the translator/guide, provided the selected participants with a background about 

the purpose of the research and how they can assist. After each interview the researcher 

shared casual communication with the participants which provided additional insight into 

their perspective. For instance, the researcher clarified points which she needed further 

information on to fully understand the interviewees’ perspective.  

 The location of the interview took place upon the preference of the participant for 

their convenience. However, the researcher ensured that it was in an unobstructed 

surrounding without interference because the interviews were recorded on a digital recorder. 

This helped to create an ambience whereby the participant would be comfortable and 

confident in fully sharing their experiences. Each interview began with a brief social 

conversation to establish rapport with the participants where background information was 
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gathered about the participants. The interviews began with the researcher asking the 

participants to explain their own perception, understanding, and experience of climate 

change, thus allowing the participant to be the expert. The field work was undertaken within 

a 3 week timeframe. 

 

 This approach was undertaken for this phenomenological study as interviews provide 

direct quotations. The interviews allow the participants to impart knowledge about their 

experiences, opinions and feelings without any constraints. This information rich data is an 

essential and primary source of data for the current research. 

Researcher Reflection 

 The researcher had a very supportive network of individuals who provided effective 

and efficient support system prior to field work, during and after field work. These group of 

people especially the gatekeeper and the translator who was also the researchers’ local guide 

enabled the researcher to interact with the community in Funafuti on a personal level. These 

interactions provided in-depth understanding of individual perceptions of climate change and 

their personal view on other aspects of their life in Tuvalu. The researcher was not 

apprehensive about conducting her field work in a different country with different language 

and culture because of the intensive pre-field work and because she herself is from the 

Pacific. 

Ethical Considerations 

 With regards to ethical considerations, a consent form was presented to all 

participants and only after explaining their rights and voluntary agreement the consent form 

was signed by all participants. All the information derived by the researcher from participants 

was always secured with passwords and was solely used for the research purposes and was in 

the researchers’ jurisdiction at all times. It was only given to be peer-reviewed for academic 

rigor. The peer-reviewers did not know any of the participants and had never been to Tuvalu. 

 Confidentiality was also maintained whereby participants used pseudonyms instead of 

their names that enabled them to freely engage in an in-depth, open ended dialogue with the 

researcher, thus, enabling the interviewee to be the expert. See Table 2 for list of pseudonyms 

below. The researcher on her part took an impartial and emphatic stand. It was also expressed 

to the participants that they view this research as a collaborative endeavour to acquire 
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meaning and understanding of their experiences of the phenomenon of climate change to 

discern its psychosocial impact. 

 

Table 2 

Participant Pseudonyms 

PARTICIPANTS PSEUDONYMS 

P-1-M-58-outr Finikaso 
P-2-M-24-ff Nemaia 
P-3-M-68-ff  Iosua 
P-4-F-60-outr Puaita 
P-5-M-35-ff  Malaki 
P-6-M-23-ff Uluao 
P7-M-43-ff Mataio 
P-8-F-29-ff Lupe  
P-9-F-78-outr Salilo 
P-10-F-25-outr Ilaisita 
P-11-M-21-ff   Semi 
P-12-M-20-ff Enele 
P-13-F-35-outr Pulafaga 
P-14-F-19-ff Siusan 
 

Data Analysis 

 

 A phenomenological study employs inductive analysis which generates categories, 

themes and patterns emerging from the data. The emergent themes from interviews, field 

notes and documents are not predetermined prior to data collection, and the researcher 

constructs a structure data analysis as there is no one best system for analysis (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 2000; Patton, 2002). The purpose of phenomenological data analysis is to describe 

and to explain the essence of experience and meaning from a participant’s perspective. 

 

 Therefore, for the current study a thematic analysis was undertaken which adheres to 

Moustakas (1994) transcendental or psychological phenomenology. This approach places 

greater emphasis on the description of the participant experiences rather than interpretations 

by the researcher. The essence of a phenomenological data analysis paradigm is to examine 

the lived experiences of the participants rather than the interpretation of the researcher.  

 

 In order to facilitate the interpretations of data from the participants’ point of view, 

the concept of epoche, a Greek word meaning abstention, to refrain from (Moustakas, 1994) 



 

41 
 

is used. It is also known as bracketing whereby researchers set aside their own personal or 

preconceived notions, biases and experiences to allow the participants to reflect from their 

own perspective, their lived experiences of the phenomenon (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 

1994; Sadala & Adorno, 2001).  

 

 Moustakas (1994) also acknowledges that pure form of bracketing cannot be attained, 

which is the suspension of the researchers personal biases on the phenomenon that is being 

studied. However, it can still be achieved by the researcher if they describe their own 

experiences with the phenomenon and bracket their views before proceeding with the study 

and during the study. This approach is appropriate for this exploratory study because 

transcendental phenomenology allows the researcher to acquire meaning and understanding 

of the participant’s experiences, from their own perspective and in their own words 

(Creswell, 2013; Moerer-Urdahl & Creswell, 2004; Moustakas, 1994). 

 

 Firstly, all the interviews were transcribed verbatim by the researcher after which the 

transcripts were read and re-read by the researcher multiple times. Furthermore, the actual 

audio recordings of the interviews were also listened to by the researcher to relate to the 

participants perspectives of their experiences and to get the feel of the data. Via this process 

which Moustakas (1994) refers to as horizonalisation, the researcher highlighted significant 

statements and quotes which reflected how the participants experienced the phenomenon. 

This process allows the researcher to develop clusters of meaning to derive the emergent 

patterns and themes. Whilst developing these clusters of meaning, unrelated and redundant 

statements were deleted. 

 
 All the categories and themes were then organised in meaningful dimension which 

were supported by direct quotes from the participant to elucidate meaning from data in both 

its commonality and differences. From this thematic analysis the researcher provides a 

textural description that reflects what was experienced by the participants and a structural 

description which showcases how it was experienced (Creswell, 2013; Moustakas, 1994).  

 
 Via the process of intuitive integration (Moustakas, 1994), the textural and structural 

descriptions are synthesised to elucidate the essence of the participants experience of the 

phenomenon. This reflects the common experiences of the participations (Creswell, 2013; 

Moustakas, 1994).To present data for this research, matrices, comprising of rows and 
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columns using excel spread sheet was utilised whereby coded transcripts were thematically 

organised which was supplemented with direct quotation that provided a thick description 

from participants perspective. The first level of analysis displayed was conducted for 

individual cases and second level of analysis matrices displayed the emergent themes and 

subthemes across collective cases to demonstrate findings.  

 
Academic Rigor 
 
 Reliability and validity in a phenomenological study is acquired from the belief that it 

is a human perception which is contextual and may have multiple interpretive perspectives on 

the same phenomenon. Therefore, sameness, reliability and validity can be derived from 

inconsistency, variability and relativity of human perception (Osborne, 2011; Patton, 2002). 

They stipulate that different interviewer of different participants’ result in situations which 

are never repeatable but can provide multiple perspectives that can showcase an integrated 

description of a shared phenomenon as phenomenological research focuses on meaning rather 

than statistics. 

 

 Multiple procedures are undertaken to add rigor to a qualitative study, two most 

common ones being redundancy of data gathering and procedural challenge which in 

qualitative case studies is termed as triangulation (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Patton, 2002; 

Merriam, 2009). They also stipulate that no observations or interpretations are perfectly 

repeatable therefore; triangulation assists in clarifying meaning by identifying different ways 

the phenomenon is being perceived. The concept of triangulation in whatever form increases 

credibility and quality of a qualitative study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2000; Patton, 2002).

 Therefore, to ensure trustworthiness for this research the following approaches 

pertaining to a qualitative research that involves comparing and cross checking of 

information by different means was undertaken to attain academic rigor. 

 

 Firstly, the researcher used a reflexive journal throughout the research which included 

the observations made in field and were compared with interviews. Furthermore, it also 

included observations on what people say in public and what they say in private which 

provided an additional platform that enabled the researcher to compare perspective of people 

from different point of view. The journal was also used to record notes and researcher’s own 

understanding, perceptions, feeling and interactions with research participants. 
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 Secondly, peer reviewers were utilised who reassessed and evaluated the questions 

about the analytical process that should resonate with the research findings rather than that of 

the researcher (Creswell, 2009; Patton, 2002). One of the peer reviewers in this research 

study was the advisor who provided feedback and comments in all aspect of the study; this 

process was enabled by regular meetings during each schedule of the research. The other peer 

reviewer was post graduate colleague who principally added rigor to the accuracy of the 

transcription by counter checking it, simultaneously by listening to the actual recording of the 

interviews with researcher transcription after which amendments were made.  

 

 This process was conducted more than once whereby the identities of the participants 

were withheld from the reviewer because pseudonyms were used. Furthermore, participant 

confidentiality was also maintained as this peer reviewer was not a Tuvaluan, has not being to 

the island nation, and such the participants cannot be recognised by the peer reviewer. In 

terms of data analysis, another peer reviewer was used who is an independent research 

analyst who provided an objective assessment with the analytical process which enhances the 

validity of the research. 

 

 Thirdly, document analysis was undertaken to counter check interviewee responses 

specifically pertaining to their experiences of the direct impact of climate change with written 

evidence which were in the reports and documents reviewed that enabled the corroboration of 

what the respondents reported. Climate change impact and information relating to climate 

change in Tuvalu and specifically on Funafuti were reviewed as an additional source of 

information to garner insight regarding the environmental stressor. 

 

 Fourth and the most essential element to attain academic rigor was using the language 

used by the participants which reflected their experiences of the phenomenon instead of the 

researchers. This is one of the key elements of a phenomenological study which needs to be 

maintained. Also, to facilitate this approach, thick descriptions were utilised. According to 

Merriam (2009), providing enough description enables the reader to determine how closely it 

matches the research situation to ascertain the transferability of findings. It also reflects the 

participant perspective as evidenced in the data instead of being researcher reflection or bias. 
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Summary  

 

 This chapter provided an insight into the methodology used in this research. It 

presents the research approach, design and in-depth description of the process involved in the 

data collection and data analysis. It also illustrates the ethical considerations that were taken 

into consideration.  Furthermore, it describes how trustworthiness and academic rigor of the 

current research was attained.  
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CHAPTER 4 
 

Findings  
 

 This chapter presents the findings that emerged from the interview process and 

subsequent data analysis. Analysis of the coded data indicated four major thematic areas. 

These major thematic areas can be defined as: 1). Experiential Impacts of Climate Change, 

2). Emotional and Psychological Well-being, 3). Familial Conflict due to Climate Change, 

and 4). Coping Strategies. Each of the thematic areas identified in the analysis also had 

multiple sub-thematic areas (see Figure 6). The findings also include the personal perception 

of climate change by the respondents which is presented in Table3 below.  

 

Participants Personal Perception of Climate Change 

 

 One of the key elements to attain data on the psychological impacts of climate change 

as experienced by the participants was derived from their personal understanding about 

climate change. The participants’ personal appraisal and experiences of climate change 

facilitated in identifying the climate change stressors. The findings of this data are presented 

as one of the four major thematic areas which is categorised as, the Experiential Impacts of 

Climate Change. This thematic area also has three sub-thematic areas which include: 

Environment, Weather and Resources which is presented in Figure 6, Cluster 1. It is 

imperative to point out that how the information about climate change is disseminated and 

appraised by the participants was not part of the current study. However, during the interview 

process participants themselves commented how they received the information on climate 

change, how they appraised it and how it impacted their well-being. The table below presents 

the experiential appraisal of climate change by the participants. 
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Table 3 

Climate Change as Appraised by Participants 

Participants Personal Perception of Climate Change 

Finikaso Well for us it is about the heat. Also at our place we see a lot of high tides 

which was definitely not like this before. Before we did not have such high 

tides. Now we get really flooded. I also see the erosion of beaches the lands 

are getting smaller because it’s all small atolls which is being eaten away 

by the sea. 

Nemaia I think climate change is about when the climate is coming to change, 

everything happening like sea level rise something like this. I heard about it 

on the radio and also from people around me. 

Iosua  I know what climate change is but not technically. I heard about it on the 

radio and the people talking about it. What I have heard and what has 

happening regarding climate change, I am experiencing it and facing it with 

my family. I agree that that climate change has affected our island and what 

people are saying about climate change is true. 

Puaita Just like what are people saying about the heat. However, god has given us 

the world, he created a perfect world. Climate change is happening maybe 

because we wanted to overcome god’s creation. So, probably that's why we 

are facing climate change. We just have to deal with it, we cannot do 

anything, neither we can change the sun’s heat or anything but we just have 

to face climate change  and live with it 

Malaki From my experience it was not like this before. It is really hot now. 

 

Uluao I believe climate change is because of us. We introduced climate change 

because we use things like cars, motorbikes and all those things destroy 

where we staying. We use more cars and more motorbikes what comes out 

of the car, it will destroy our sky. We have noticed the difference, our 

people here say that as years go by and it is really getting hot. 

Mataio I heard that from the radio, the water was getting higher. Me, I don’t know. 

[About sea level rise]. 
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Participants Personal Perception of Climate Change 

Lupe To me the, the scientist’s way of talking about us, about the changes 

brought about by the climate change is coming to be true in reality now. 

Because I can see, it’s here. The changes that they were talking about, they 

already predicted about us, about the changes. The place where water 

cannot come up and in ten years’ time it will come up. 

Salilo Climate change its not god’s will, it’s manmade, that’s why we suffer from 

the climate change. My understanding of climate change comes from what 

we heard from the radio about the small countries. Small countries asking 

big countries to try to stop using lots of fuel, that’s what I’ve heard, causes 

climate change. 

Ilaisita Most of the people, they usually taking part for the sea level rise and also I 

heard from the radio. The Pacific people are fighting for their country, for 

the bigger countries to cut down those factories and those things. But in my 

mind, God put us to live in Tuvalu, to be born in Tuvalu to be here. 

Semi I believe it’s a very big issue faced by Tuvaluan who are now depending on 

the resources they have. 

Enele Climate change, I don’t really know if there is a proper definition of 

climate change but if I can just say that climate change is changing in 

weather patterns, sea level rising etc. 

Pulafaga I’m not that sure about climate change. I heard it on Radio Tuvalu and 

people talking about it. We believe in the bible, I can see changes and what 

I heard from people but I believe nothing will happen. 

 

Siusan When I was in class five scientists came to my school and they told us that 

in ten years' time there will not be a Tuvalu due to climate change and sea 

level rise. Over the years nothing actually happened. But now, it's changing 

there is less fish, sandy beaches are gone, and the sun is very hot. 
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Thematic Findings 

 The following section presents the findings that emerged from the interview process 

and subsequent data analysis. Analysis of the coded data indicated four major thematic areas. 

The four major thematic areas are: 1). Experiential Impacts of Climate Change, 2). Emotional 

and Psychological Well-being, 3). Familial Conflict due to Climate Change, and 4). Coping 

Strategies. These major thematic areas also identified multiple sub-thematic areas which are 

presented in Figure 6.  

 

Figure 6. Impact of Climate Change 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

.Major Theme 1:   Experiential Effects of Climate Change  

 

 This theme identifies three main areas characterised under experiential impacts of 

climate change. All the participants provided a feedback on the impact of climate change 

which was classified into three subthemes: 1). Environment, 2). Resources and 3). Weather. 

These themes explain the impacts of climate change as experienced by the respondents.  
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 Environment.A majority of participants related that they had seen and or experienced 

changes in their surrounding whilst residing in Funafuti, Tuvalu with regards to climate 

change. Sea level rise and coastal erosion were most prominent environmental changes seen 

by the participants. They explained that even though, they had king tides before, they were 

not as high as now.   

 Semi, 21, a male from Funafuti described that he could "see the submerging of the 

land, which was a very big change. The island is getting narrow; the sea is getting higher and 

higher." Other visible changes to the environment as commented by the participants were the 

changes to their landscape where beaches were being washed away had become rockier now. 

Lupe, 29, a female from Funafuti, in relation to sea level rise explained: 

 

When its high tide and when we go and feed the pigs, I said “this why 

I am always telling you people, the water is coming up, it’s up to our 

knee.” 

 

 Coastal Erosion was another prominent environmental changes experienced by 

participants. Enele, 20, a male from Funafuti shared: 

When I was young, I used to see a lot of white sand throughout the 

island and when you further go down where we went last time, those 

places used to be a long beach when I was young. But now there is no 

more white sand, it’s all stone, it’s being washed away.  

 According to the findings, most participants commented on witnessing the 

diminishing landscape, sea level rise and saltwater intrusion with regards to climate change 

and its impact on the environment.  

 Natural Resources.A number of participants explained that they were experiencing 

changes to their accessibility to natural resources which is their traditional food sources. The 

two most prominent effects, as described by the participants were on their pulaka (traditional 

root crop) fields and fishing grounds. Most participants stipulated that they are no longer 

planting their traditional food crop as it was of no use because the crop yield could not be 

consumed and the taste and texture of their pulaka had deteriorated. Finikaso, 58, a male from 
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an outer island explained that pulaka farming was unproductive due to salination. He said the 

pulaka crops were: 

 

Salty and because it is also eroded by the sea. Now the sea comes over it, 

in-land and now you cannot eat the pulaka because it’s salty. The crop is 

decreasing. 

 

Apart from salination, sea level rise also hindered the cultivation of their traditional crops. 

Lupe, 29, a female from Funafuti explained: 

 

That’s before, we used to do pulaka farming but now we don't do it 

[pulaka farming] because during high tide the pulaka pits are all 

flooded.  

 

 With regards to fishing they also shared their reduced fishing resources. They 

explained that previously they would fish from the lagoon and had enough for their families 

but now they have to go further in the ocean to fish. Nemaia, 24, a male from Funafuti said: 

 

Before we used to go fishing, not too far in the sea but now we have to 

go further because we cannot catch enough fish.  We sometimes have 

to go to the other side of the lagoon, to the open sea to fish.  

 

Malaki 35, a male from Funafuti also shared his similar experiences: 

 

When I was kid, I used to catch the fish from the nearby reef. Before 

it’s easy to get the fish, just nearby the shore but now I have to go 

further into the sea to get more fish. 

 

 A vast majority of participants commented that they were experiencing changes to 

their accessibility to natural resources. These natural resources are their traditional food 

sources which reflect their subsistence lifestyle. The participants described that pulaka, their 

traditional root crop and fishing grounds were the most affected. Most participants stated that 

they were no longer planting pulaka due to low yields and deteriorated taste and texture due 
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salt water intrusion. Furthermore, the participants explained that they were experiencing 

depleted fish resources because previously they would fish from the lagoon and could 

supplement their food sources. However, now, they have to go further in the ocean to fish. 

These changes to the natural resources as described by the participants reflect the impact of 

climate change on their food security. 

 Weather.Increase in heat (environmental temperature) was the prominent stressor 

that majority of the participants experienced together with changes in weather patterns. 

According to them, before, the weather in regards to the heat was bearable. However, the 

increase in temperature has become unbearable for some and making others feels lethargic. 

Malaki, 35, a male from Funafuti expressed that: 

 

The temperature, heat, is higher now. Humidity is very high and it’s 

really soaring heat which is like pain heat. Not like before it was bit 

cooler. 

 

Puaita, 60, a female outer islander respondent also noted that the weather was getting 

unpredictable. She also concedes that the increase in temperature adversely affected her well-

being. She said: 

 

Before the sun and the rain wasn’t really this much. It was not heavy, 

it was okay, fine and we could withstand the sun. Compared to now, 

lately, it will rain today and then tomorrow it will be sunny. And you 

can’t withstand the heat. 

 

 Climate change has direct impact on various elements of the participant’s 

environment. However, the most prominent ones were on their environment, food resources 

and weather pattern. Together these elements present an environmental stressor which is 

apprised by each individual differently and therefore its impact on every participant is varied 

according to their perceived level of distress and how they cope with it. 

Major Theme 2: Emotional and Psychological Well-being 

 Majority of the participants exhibited a range of feelings in relation to climate change. 

When speaking, participants related primarily feeling more negative than positive emotions, 
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which appeared to diminish their sense of well-being when examining life now and into the 

future in relation to climate change. After examining respondent statements, various 

subthemes relating to the one’s sense of well-being were identified as shown in Figure 4. 

Cluster 2:1). Sense of Attachment, 2). Sadness, 3). Worry and Fear, 4). Helplessness and 

Uncertainty, 5). Shame and Embarrassment, 6). Painful and Hurt, and 7). Anger. Sense of 

diminished well-being was expressed by the participants from multiple perspectives, which 

included loss of identity, depletion of their natural resources such as pulaka, their traditional 

food crop and their uncertainty about the reality of climate change and how actually it will 

impact them. These concerns when discussed led to the strongest emotional expression of 

feelings.  

 Sense of Attachment.The emotional attachment to their land was one of the most 

common expressions among all the participants. This response was equally expressed by 

participants who were born and bred in Funafuti and the ones who had internally migrated 

from other Tuvaluan islands and were residing in Funafuti for more than 15 years. However, 

participants between the age ranges of 19 to 25 years of age were more expressive in stating 

their feelings. 

 The feelings of males showed strong connection to the land which depicted their 

sense of belonging to their place of birth and their cultural and traditional identity that was 

reflected by their statements which indicated a desire not to leave. Enele, 20, a male from 

Funafuti reflected that:  

 

The feeling of thinking that your home country will be under water in 

50 years, I don’t know. It’s like everything you owned and had is gone 

under water. You lost your culture, lost your identity. Who are you? 

Tuvalu, oh it’s already gone. 

 

Semi, 21, male from Funafuti expressed similar feelings which depicted a strong sense of 

pride of being a Tuvaluan, he said: 

I’m a Tuvaluan; I will never leave Tuvalu and turn my back. I will not 

be moving away because of climate change. I won't use that as an 

explanation for me to move away from Tuvalu. 
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 The attachment that female participants had was frequently related to their place of 

birth. They didn’t want to leave their homeland where generations had been raised. This 

sentiment was expressed by Suisan, 19, a female from Funafuti: 

 

I also feel like staying because of the words they [elders] say, we 

belong here and who are we to move to other countries, what we have 

there? This is our homeland.  Everything’s here.  I feel like I don’t 

know, I don't want to see those things happening [changes due to 

climate change] especially to my people. 

 Attachment to the land invoked strong emotions from all the participants. Although 

there was a gender variation in the expression of this feeling whereby males showed a strong 

connection to land and identity and females expressed it via their familial affiliation. All the 

participants, whether they were born in Funafuti or migrated from outer islands, all reflected 

a strong sense of belongingness to their land. 

 

 Sadness.During the interviews some participants directly indicated sadness by using 

that term or words such as “unhappy.” This emotion was also exhibited by their emphatic 

tone of voice and the number of times they repeated a phrase. The topic areas in which 

participants showed sadness were their sense of loss with regards to their land and natural 

resources. This emotion had second most prominence among all participants. Lupe, 29, a 

female from Funafuti commented: 

I am really sure that Tuvalu’s going to sink, but deep down inside me, 

I’ll miss Tuvalu. I’ll miss the people and I’ll miss the places we 

always go around with my friends and my families. And most 

important of all, I’ll miss my culture and my traditions. 

 

 Another participant, Finikaso, 58, a male outer islander explained that he was feeling 

sad because he could actually see the changes occurring around him. One of the major 

changes he saw was disappearing of an islet near Funafuti and sea level rise which was 

impacting his pulaka (traditional root crop) fields due to salinity. He said: 

It’s very sad thing because pulaka is our life. It’s bound to be a dream 

in few years’ time, I think all because of the climate. It’s a sad thing. 
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Sad because of losing those lands you cannot see the same land as 

seen before has been eroded. 

 Subsistence fishing is part of everyday life for all participants which are being 

compromised. Previously they could fish from the lagoon and supplement their food sources 

but now they find it difficult to fish from the lagoon. Malaki, 35, a male from Funafuti said: 

 

I'm not very happy to see, for example the fish, before I used to go 

fishing nearby but now I have to go further for fishing. 

 

 The emotion of sadness relates to various factors, including decline in the cultivation 

and consummation of traditional food crop pulaka, depleting source of subsistence living 

such as fishing and perceived loss of land which emulates a sense of loss. The feeling of 

sadness also encompasses risk perception and its appraisal by participants.  

 Helplessness and Uncertainty.Participants expressed helplessness and uncertainty to 

climate change from two different perspectives. One was the impact of climate change on 

their traditional root crop and their perception that nothing more can be done to undo the 

impacts of climate change. This sense of helplessness has led to apathy in cultivating their 

root crops as lot of time and energy goes into nothing because salinity destroys their crop. 

Another aspect as explained by the participants was that they have experienced climate 

change first hand and the best option was to accept it and move on with their lives as there 

was nothing they could do about it. With regards to their traditional root crop pulaka, Iosua, 

68, a male from Funafuti explained: 

No use of putting all the manure and everything in it because when the 

king tides come, all these things will be totally destroyed and that’s no 

use, you just have to leave it. 

 

Sharing similar views, Lupe, 29, a female from Funafuti expressed: 

 

To me it’s like Tuvalu is no good anymore. Like it’s really going to 

sink because the high tide, the sea level rise that makes changes to our 

food, our culture. 
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 With regards to climate change. Enele, 20, a male from Funafuti, said that if it’s going 

to happen it’s going to happen as they “have already seen a lot of signs” and as such “have no 

choice at all if it really happens” and “if the scientists are right it would be worse than what 

people are expecting.”  

 Helplessness and uncertainty, as expressed by the participants was also instigated by 

their feelings of not really knowing what is going on in terms of climate change. They are 

unsure as to how it will impact them and when, as such they are in constant emotional 

turmoil. This was reflected by Suisan, 19, a female from Funafuti: 

 

Sometimes I wonder when all this things will happen to our people.  

Sometimes I just wish that nothing happens. Sometimes I see the sea 

and I ask myself regarding climate change and sea level rise whether 

it’s actually happening. Sometimes I’ll just be normal but usually my 

head is full of questions. I think because of climate change the future 

of Tuvalu would be gone.  With all these changes happening I don’t 

know what would be the future like. 

 

 Participant’s helplessness and uncertainty arose from their inability to discern the 

impact of climate change on their lives and their future. This feeling rendered them helpless 

and in turmoil as to how to address the issue of climate change. 

 

 Worry and Fear.Fear and worry were expressed in relation to three areas: 1). Media; 

2). Unknown and 3). Health and Safety. Participants were particularly concerned about the 

health and safety of their families. This worry appeared to be heavily related to the recent 

drought and the lack of traditional food sources. Clean water was also a concern as climate 

change affects weather patterns. For example, Finikaso, 58 a male outer islander said: 

 

It comes to my mind that this is [Tuvalu] is not a safe place, we have 

to look for a safer place you know and you worry about your children, 

about your health. 

 

This statement reflects the fear of many participants about problems with resources.  
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Another participant, Lupe, 29, female from Funafuti shared similar feelings: 

 

I’m scared if there’s really a flood coming up and that will be too late 

to escape the changes brought to Tuvalu, it makes me scared. 

 

 Fear of the unknown also appeared repeatedly in the participant responses. Not 

knowing the future was one of their major worries. Furthermore, the manner in which climate 

change impact is presented by various media platform influences the well-being of the 

participants. Lupe, further reflected that,  

 

I am scared because I heard it from some of the movies taken from the 

scientist that Tuvalu’s going to sink very soon. I’m scared because 

before we did not believe that Tuvalu’s going to sink. I just feel 

scared, but I want to stay.  

 

 When technical people such as scientist present their findings which informs the 

participants that the place they call home will no longer exist in the near future, invoked 

worry and fear in the participants. When the participant was making this comment, her face 

was very expressive and eyes widen as she showed her concern and worry about the 

disappearance of her island. 

 

 Shame & Embarrassment.Two participants expressed the feeling of shame and 

embarrassment who were youths in their 20’s. Whilst sharing their experience they were very 

passionate and emotional. One of the participants was so emotional that he had tears in his 

eyes. Though, this emotion was shared by both the participants, their reasoning for feeling 

shame and embarrassment was from two different points of view. One of the perspectives 

was from peer interaction whilst the other was from interacting within one’s own community. 

Enele, 20, a male from Funafuti explained: 

 

I feel embarrassed because it’s becoming something my friends from 

other countries making fun of. Just like joking around but I understand 

and we still joke around. 
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 Peer interaction and how they reflect on the status of climate change in Tuvalu affects 

the participant’s emotional well-being, especially if they are not able to express how they feel 

about it to their peers. The other participant recalls his interaction with people from within his 

own community with regards to climate change. According to Semi, 21, a male from 

Funafuti: 

They [his community] are seeing it but people are trying to hide it. I 

don’t know if it’s a shame of the country, like it's going to be managed 

by foreigners or their strong beliefs that it won’t happen. But when 

you observe someone and how they react on the impact of climate 

change, they always complain it’s the government’s problem. But they 

never tell us, their emotions [the people]. People I think they love 

Tuvalu too much to tell something that’s very shameful for them. And 

that’s two sides of it.  I’m very ashamed of what’s happening now [in 

terms of the climate change impact]. 

 He stipulates that people in his community suppress their feelings as they maintain a 

culture of silence about climate change and how it affects them. Though, they have a strong 

sense of being a Tuvaluan, they (people) may feel shameful of the impacts of climate change 

and how the nation is perceived by outsiders. 

 

 Hurt and Pain.The feeling of being in pain, as expressed by the participants is not 

the direct pain one experiences when they are physically hurt but their appraisal of the 

perceived consequences of climate change as experienced by the participants. These feelings 

arise from various instigators such as experiencing the climate change and participants 

appraisal of the stressors.  

Semi 21 male from Funafuti explained:  

It’s very painful to see it and visions and goals for trying to survive 

my country are getting limited. Because there’s no more. It’s very 

painful, it’s very painful to leave our country, you are brought up in 

Tuvalu, I always argue with people. 

 Pulafaga, 35, female outer islander expressed her pain in relation to the prospect of 

leaving Tuvalu, climate change being one of the reasons. She was emotionally distraught and 
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the researcher had to stop the interview for the participant to regain her composure. This 

strong emotional and mental turmoil was expressed by the participant as: 

 

All of us have to plan but we love Tuvalu. But we have to leave the 

country because of all the reasons and we have to migrate somewhere 

for the kids education. But I want to say more but I can’t you know I 

feel like crying. It's very painful for me to say.  

 

Another manner in which the participants experienced the painful feeling was shared by 

Suisan, 19, a female from Funafuti  

When my cousins come here for school holidays, they always say 

negative things about Tuvalu. They always say to move out of Tuvalu 

because of climate change go to New Zealand and stay there. It’s ok to 

me but sometimes it just hurts me when they say all these things to 

me. 

 The feeling of pain may not be physical but as expressed by the participants they are 

experiencing psychological pain which is projected via their thought process. These thought 

processes due to climate change includes the limited prospect  and solution of living in 

Tuvalu, the idea of leaving Tuvalu and the negative feedback about their homeland from their 

family members who are now residing overseas.  

 

 Discontent.Discontent is associated with internal migration that causes overcrowding 

and impedes the access to land and natural resources for the participants. Though, internal 

migration is not due to climate change but it is a factor that puts added stress on the already 

limited land and natural resources which is already affected by the impact of climate change. 

 

 From an outer islanders view point, compared to before they were a minority group 

but now, there are an equal number of outer islanders living in Funafuti and as such have 

equal rights to those born and raised in Funafuti. On the other hand the participants who are 

originally from Funafuti are dissatisfied about the influx of outer islanders in Funafuti as it 

comprises their right to land and natural resources. Nemaia, 24, a male explained: 
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For me it’s no good because maybe only one guy or two people [from 

outer islands] will be working and the whole family will come and 

consume too much food. It’s not like before, its only Funafuti and 

people in government side but nowadays people from outer islands 

they bring all families, children. I don’t usually meet them I don’t 

gather with them, I gather with my own people. It is very bad, it 

makes me get angry with these people because they move in and 

everything you have to plan but you cannot.  

 

Finikaso, 58, a male outer islander also reflected:  

 

Now it is normal because they [people born and bred in Funafuti] 

really don’t like most of the people here, but they cannot make 

anything out of it because now they we have same number of people 

and on each side so before it was very minority that’s why they took 

advantage of that but it’s really the same number of people each side 

so they cannot do much. 

 

 The influx of outer islanders on Funafuti has resulted in various implications with 

regards to the access of limited resources on the islands. Tuvalu, as a nation is experiencing 

climate change effects but because a vast majority of the population now resides on the 

capital of Funafuti there is a stiff competition for land, housing and resources. As such 

internal migration can be considered as a secondary climate change stressor. 

 

 Anger.Though, the researcher expected anger to be one of the primary emotions but it 

was relatively a very minor emotion that was expressed by two participants only. Their 

explanation was from two different perspectives. One of the participants, Finikaso, 58, a male  

migrant from outer islands now residing in Funafuti projected anger on the prospect of seeing 

his land disappear “Here [Funafuti] I am not a land owner but if I go to my home island and I 

see my land under the sea eroded and then I’ll be very angry,”. Enele, 20, a male from 

Funafuti projected his anger as “I feel like snappering [feeling angry] at the scientists.” Only 

two male participants expressed anger which arose from loss of birthplace and to the 

scientists who postulate the impact of climate change and the prospect of Tuvalu going 

underwater.  
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Major Theme 3: Familial Conflict due to Climate Change 

 Familial Conflict was not one of the leading questions for this research but as 

participants engaged in the interviewing process and shared their experiences relating to 

climate change; familial conflict emerged as a theme. This was an unexpected data which 

relates to the social aspect of climate change.  

 A number of participants reflected familial conflict arising from the discussion of 

climate change and its impact. As indicated in Figure 4, Cluster 3, these conflicts mostly 

arose between the participant and their siblings and their parents. The phenomenon of climate 

change and its impacts are appraised by an individual from a personal perspective but when 

these concepts and apprehension is communicated within family members it can generate 

conflicting viewpoints. 

 Some of the participants explained that, a lot of tension arises when they talk about 

climate change and its impact with their siblings. Most of the time they think their viewpoint 

is considered to be irrelevant in their household. Sometimes the siblings get aggressive. 

Suisan, 19, a female from Funafuti explained:  

 

My elder brother, he hardly believes in these kinds of things since he’s 

very local, he never believes in these things.  He was brought up by 

my grandparents because my grandfather was a pastor, you know 

Christians they don’t believe in all these things even when it comes to 

my school work and when I come across climate change and sea level 

rise, food security he says that to me “why don’t you tell your teachers 

or tutors that these things will not happen here.  Just tell them the 

bible says god says that nothing will happen.”  I’ll just ignore him.  I 

just don’t like talking to him. Sometimes I don’t feel like doing my 

work and most of the times he’ll ignore me and sometimes he throws 

my books outside. He just doesn’t like talking about climate change 

but I’m ok with it. 

 

 Another participant Lupe, 29, a female from Funafuti explained that her parents are 

very adamant about their viewpoint on climate change, it is something that is irrelevant and 
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they do not expect her to talk about these topics at home and if she does it is negatively 

assessed. She explained: 

 

My mum will always say “I didn’t send you to school to come with 

those things [climate change and its impacts]." and they always say 

that “we born in Tuvalu, we die in Tuvalu, whether it’s going to sink, 

we sink together with Tuvalu.” They don’t like me speaking or talking 

to them about climate changes. Those are scientist’s way of thinking. 

 

 Though, familial conflict is not directly linked to climate change but how it is 

appraised by the participants and their family members differs considerably. These 

differences in opinion generate conflict among family members which impedes an 

individual’s well-being. 

 

Major Theme 4: Coping Strategies 

 Cluster 4 in Figure 4 shows the coping strategies of the respondents and their families 

relating to climate change issues.  Emerging from the research interviews, participants 

expressed how they addressed their emotional responses with regards to climate change. All 

the participants expressed various modes of coping strategies which were categorised into 

five subthemes: 1). Migration, 2). Religiosity, 3). Denial, 4). Education, 5). Continuing life, 

and 6). Familial affiliation.  Whilst migration was the most prominent response to coping it 

was labelled as a secondary motivator which exacerbated the reaction to migrate resulting 

from respondent’s experiential interaction with climate change. 

 

 Religion.Religiosity was the most preferred method of coping strategy as stipulated 

by the respondents who all practiced Christian faith. Majority of the respondents indicated a 

strong sense of faith which showed reliance on religion but were not proactive towards 

climate change. Faith and the practice of Christianity was a major topic of discussion and 

were used by the participants as a coping strategy for many aspects of life including climate 

change. The participants reflected their religious belief with regards to climate change in the 

following ways: 
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 Enele, 20, a male from Funafuti explained that he has "a strong belief that God will 

protect us. One of the good thing we were taught, we pray to God to relieve that stress.” His 

feelings were also expressed by Uluao 23 male from Funafuti, who said; "In Funafuti, we are 

living with faith. Just living with something that god will be always there to help us. He [god] 

only does things that remind me of how strong Tuvaluan people are how they believe in 

God.” 

Puaita, 60, a female outer islander reflected that if "that’s how god has given us the 

land to stay and for these things to happen than we just have to face it.” Sharing similar mind-

set, Mataio, 43, a male from Funafuti, stated that ''I think if God says that [climate change on 

Tuvalu], yes''. Furthermore Semi, 21, a male from Funafuti explained: 

 

As a religious person, I will just pray for whatever the Almighty give us, 

the leftover to us, it’s his choice. But I believe he won’t let us be like this. 

He’ll just help us if we help ourselves. 

 

 Having faith is a critical element which provides an essential balance between 

participant’s personal appraisal of climate change and emotional reaction as showcased by 

the participants. 

 

 Migration.Majority of the participants are considering migration in the future, 

however, it is not necessarily due to climate change but mainly for a better lifestyle for their 

family and education for children. However, a number of participants explained that what 

they are currently experiencing in terms of climate change such as sea level rise, coastal 

erosion and resource depletion is motivating them to migrate. Climate change is one of the 

contributing factor which exacerbates the participants desire to migrate. Some of the 

participants expressed themselves in the following ways: 

 

 Enele, 20, a male from Funafuti said that he is contemplating migration but was not 

directly related to climate change he said: 
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It’s linked to [climate change], it’s one of the major concerns that 

make me want to migrate but there are also other factors that I am 

taking into account for migrating. 

 

Iosua, 68, a male from Funafuti, expressed that: 

If this climate change is on-going like this, land it’s eroding like this, 

it’s not a good thing then it will force me defiantly to go. For the 

betterment for my family I'm thinking of migrating. 

 

Sharing similar views Lupe, 29, a female from Funafuti said: 

 

There is a very big change in the climate change here, so I may make 

my mind to go, I will have to go. I think my family and I have to 

move because I am really sure that Tuvalu’s going to sink. 

 

 Majority of participants expressed their desire to migrate; however, it was not entirely 

due to climate change but their wish for a better lifestyle and education. Climate change still 

was motivational factor which exacerbated the participants need to migrate due to their 

personal experiences of climate change. 

 

 Education.Two participants used education as a coping strategy. However, their 

approach to use education was from two distinct perspectives because one of the respondents 

was a preschool teacher and the other a tertiary student. The school teacher utilises her role as 

an educator to inform and teach the pre-schoolers about climate change and its impact and 

creates awareness for the next generation. The student, on the other hand is enhancing his 

understanding about climate change and its impact through his studies. He also intends to use 

his knowledge to find solutions to the impact of climate change. Ilaisita, 25, a female outer 

islander explained: 

 

As a preschool teacher we take them [students] to that place where 

visible impacts of climate change has taken place such as pulaka pits, 

coastal erosion and sea level rise etc. The other thing, we usually plan 
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is to go see that places that are changing, in the settlement at the end 

of the island and then we take them [the pre-schoolers]). We ask them 

how they feel, we ask questions such as, “how you feel, is there any 

change,” usually we plan climate change in our preschool program 

and then we can ask questions. 

 

 On the other hand, Semi, 21, a male from Funafuti student explained that, by 

undertaking Environmental Science studies gave him a sense of purpose. It provides him with 

an opportunity to find solution to climate change that he experiences while living in Funafuti, 

Tuvalu. He commented: 

 

I study for environmental science. The only purpose of me trying to do 

environmental science is to look after the health of the environment for the 

people of Tuvalu. I’m trying to study the best I can to get more solutions.  

 

 Both the participants use education as a coping strategy, albeit from two different 

perspectives but to address the same issue of climate change. Thus, utilising constructive 

coping strategy as it alleviates their sense of well-being.  

 

 Optimism.Some respondents found that rather than delving on various aspects of 

climate change and how it will affect them, they prefer to go on with their everyday life and 

make most of whatever they have. It does not mean that they are not concerned about climate 

change and its impact but they just want to live life as it comes instead of being in a constant 

uncertain dilemma. Iosua, 68, a male from Funafuti explained: 

 

I just brush off the thinking of all the stress that I have been carrying. I 

just brush off my mind and ignore the things (relating to climate 

change) that are happening, I just look forward, and that’s what I do. I 

just leave whatever is happening behind me.  

 

 Malaki, 35, a male from Funafuti stated that he just has to deal with what he is 

experiencing in terms of climate change and move with his life.“What’s happening in terms 

of climate change, I just have to deal with it''.  
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 Participants who used optimism as a coping strategy are aware of the impacts of 

climate change as they see and experience it in their everyday life. However, they choose to 

move on with their lives and deal with the climatic changes as it occurs because being in 

constant dilemma about climate change and its impacts hinders the progression of their 

everyday life. 

 Family Support.A number of respondents explained that they are able to cope with 

the environmental stressors of climate change with the support of their family. For these 

participants, being with family members takes away the stress that is emulated from the 

impacts of climate change which the participants see and experience. Familial support 

provides a safety net which comforts the participants and increases their sense of well-being. 

Enele, 20, a male from Funafuti expressed: 

For me I always like family gathering and enjoy time with family. I 

think it is one of the times that take away all those kind (climate 

change related issues) of thinking from your mind.   

 

 Another respondent, Malaki, 35, a male from Funafuti noted that whatever he has 

experienced in terms of climate change, he is content that he is with his children. He said that, 

he finds comfort being with his children who are also experiencing it themselves. Hence, is 

able to cope with climate change and its impacts. He explained: 

 

Regarding what I have seen from childhood till now, I'm happy 

because my children are facing it, they see what’s really happening 

and I'm happy that I'm beside them and because of that I  can cope 

with it [climate change].  

 

 As stipulated by the participant’s, familial support is an essential paradigm for the 

participants to cope with the climate change impacts as perceived by them. Families provide 

a sense of safety and togetherness which safeguards their emotional appraisal and well-being. 

 

 Avoidance.Some of the participants used denial as a coping strategy whereby they 

explained that they did not really believe in climate change. Furthermore, if they did see any 

signs of climate change, it was not negatively appraised by them.  Denial as a coping strategy 
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was mainly used by the youths, both male and female. Nemaia, 24, a male from Funafuti 

explained: 

I don’t really believe this climate change. People just keep on saying 

about rising and going down islands but for me it just normal. I 

believe it’s nothing but I don’t know I don’t have the theory, I think it 

just like the end of the world, it’s not happening. 

 

 Another respondent, Suisan, 19, a female, born and bred in Funafuti simply said that 

she keeps calm by repeatedly telling herself that everything is alright and climate change is 

not a reality, “I have always calmed myself by always telling myself that it’s [climate change] 

is not happening.” 

 

 Avoidance as expressed by the participants arises from their personal assessment of 

the impact of climate change. They believe that it is a normal phenomenon and does not 

affect them on a personal level. However, as the other participants reflected, being in denial 

assists them in maintaining their emotional equilibrium. 

 

Summary 

 This chapter presented the findings of this research which was to elucidate the 

psychological impact of climate change and what coping strategies the participant’s utilise to 

mitigate it. Participants commented on various aspects of their perception about climate 

change. It is evident from the findings that people living in Funafuti, Tuvalu are experiencing 

significant climate changes which are environmental stressor that the people have to 

encounter every day. 

  As the narratives have shown, various emotions, generally negative emotions are 

experienced by the participants and they use different coping strategies to mitigate their 

feeling. Though, not directly, but familial conflict was shown to be of concern to the 

participants as family members’ reactions vary in assessing the climate change impact which 

causes rift among family members. 
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CHAPTER 5 

Discussion and Conclusion 

 The purpose of this exploratory research was to understand the psychosocial impacts 

of climate change as experienced by the individuals living on Funafuti, the capital of Tuvalu. 

It was also undertaken to explore participants’ coping strategies associated with the 

psychosocial effects of climate change. The participants of this study described their personal 

experiences of climate change and their feelings associated with it. They also related the 

coping mechanism they undertook to mitigate their reactions. This chapter also presents the 

unpredicted finding relating to interpersonal and intrapersonal social impact of climate 

change. This information was analysed and developed into four major thematic areas. These 

major thematic areas were: 1). Experiential Impacts of Climate Change, 2). Emotional and 

Psychological Well-Being, 3). Familial Conflict due to Climate Change, and 4). Coping 

Strategies.  

 This chapter further discusses the findings of the current study in the context of the 

literature review. It also provides an insight into the implications of the study for policy 

makers to incorporate psychosocial impact of climate change in their existing health 

framework. It also highlights the implication for the dissemination of information on the 

effects of climate change. The limitation, recommendations for further research, and 

conclusion of the current study is also presented in this chapter. 

Psychological Implications of Climate Change 

 A vast majority of the participants demonstrated a range of psychological insight 

relating to climate change. The participants generally exhibited more negative than positive 

emotions. These emotions reflected a diminished sense of their well-being which was 

instigated upon their introspection of their life as they are experiencing it now and about their 

future in relation to climate change. The narratives of the findings identified various themes 

that related to one's sense of well-being. The sense of diminished well-being as expressed by 

the participants  was from multiple perspectives, which included loss of identity, depletion of 

their natural resources such as their traditional food crop, and their uncertainty about the 

reality of climate change and how it will actually impact them. The most prominent finding 

was the Sense of Attachment to Tuvalu which showed a strong sense of cultural identity and 

pride. Sadness, Worry and Fear, Helplessness and Uncertainty, Hurt and Pain, Shame and 
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Embarrassment, and Anger were most prominent emotions showcased by the participants. 

The following discussion elaborates on the findings of the current study with the literature. 

Sense of Attachment 

 The results of the current study indicate a strong sense of attachment which was 

predominantly expressed by all participants. This finding reflected their sense of 

belongingness and cultural identity. These feelings were unvaryingly exhibited by 

participants who were born and bred in Funafuti as well as those who had migrated from 

other Tuvaluan islands and were residing in Funafuti for more than 15 years. The mean age 

of the participants was 38 years but the participants in the 19 to 25 year range were more 

vocal and more emotionally expressive in stating their feelings about their homeland.  

 An explanation for this response could be their easier access to information on climate 

change through education. Another reason could be because climate change impacts their 

future, to them, it could mean their generational continuity. Though, both male and female 

participants expressed their sense of attachment however, it was from different perspectives. 

Males expressed strong connections to land which represents their sense of place, culture and 

traditions, identity and self-esteem, their pride of being a Tuvaluan. They felt anguish but 

held very strong convictions about not “turning” their “back” on Tuvalu. Females indicated 

their sense of attachment via familial affiliation emanating from their sense of place and 

belongingness, they argued that Tuvalu is their birthplace, place of their ancestors and they 

belong here, it is their “homeland.” 

 These findings concur with Altman & Low, (1992); Devin-Wright, (2009); Hidalgo & 

Hernandez, (2001) concept of place attachment which involves emotional and cultural 

attachment at interpersonal and intrapersonal level. They further stipulate that place 

attachment is derivative of emotions, cognitions, behaviours and actions that people engage 

in relation to their environment. Place attachment also reflects the symbolic and tangible 

connection with spirituality, nation, past experiences and psychological states (Altman & 

Low, 1992).  

 The findings of the current study  is further supported by Hummon (1992) and Rogan 

et al; (2005) which showed varied sense of place attachment that included rootedness, 

alienation and placelessness. These elements of place attachment reflect people’s sense of 

identity satisfaction and attachment to the community as a whole. They assert that place 
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attachment also hold sentimental values, it contributes as family continuity, spiritual 

relevance and regulates emotional well-being of people. Furthermore, Hashemnezhad et al., 

(2013) also presented similar findings which stipulated that sense of place is the interaction 

between the environment and the people but it is also a subjective experience of individuals 

which incorporates their memories, traditions, history, culture and society.  

 Another study by Hernandez et al., (2007) is consistent with the findings of this study 

which shows that identity is an integral element of place attachment. They affirm that when a 

person cannot separate oneself from their place, that attachment becomes part of their identity 

which they termed as place-identity. Similar to Hernandez et al., (2007), Willox et al (2012, 

2013) study on the impacts of climate change and changing sense of place also reflects the 

findings of this study. Their study showed that climate change adversely affected the Inuit 

community’s lifestyle and their traditional interaction with their environment which in turn 

negatively affects the community’s physical health, mental and psychological well-being. 

Emotional and Mental Well-being 

 The findings of this study illustrated a sense of diminished mental well-being which 

was showcased by multiple emotions emulated by the participants. Their emotions were 

mainly negative which included sadness, worry and fear, helplessness and uncertainty, shame 

and embarrassment, painful and hurt, and anger. The Australian Psychological Society 

(2014), Berry et al., 2010, and Fritze (2008), stipulate that psychological implication of 

environmental threats and anticipatory threat of uncertain future can prompt emotions that 

may include anxiety, scared, sad, depressed, numb, helpless and hopeless. An individual's 

inability to cope or address the climate issue can lead to minimising or denying the existence 

of the issue or they can resort to avoidance tactics. 

 Furthermore, APS (2014) highlights that over a period of time people become 

sceptical and desensitised. They may feel that these climatic issues cannot be mitigated and 

can go on for infinite period and thus try to minimize their stress. If people begin to believe 

that climate change is beyond their control they will increasingly be dependent on others such 

as governments and technology. They can also become resigned, cynical and fed up with the 

issue. These emotions invoked by climate change impede mental well-being which was 

revealed in this study.  
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 Albrecht (2011) and Moser (2013) used the term ecoanxiey to highlight the effects of 

climate change. They state that people who experience and observe the gradual and mostly 

irrevocable impacts of climate change express concern and worry about their future. Not only 

for themselves, also for their children and the later generations. This can aggravate the level 

of stress thus, leading people to feel a sense of loss, helplessness and frustration; arising from 

their inability to mitigate climate change as reflected in the current study. These emotional 

outcomes are discussed below in relation to the literature. 

 Sadness.This study indicated that sadness was accompanied when participants spoke 

about Tuvalu and their experiences of climate change. This emotion was conveyed in an 

emphatic tone of voice and it was a word that was frequently used by the participants. One of 

the major sources of this emotion was of them witnessing the disappearance of land mass 

particularly an islet near Funafuti and also the sea level rise. This sea level rise directly 

impacts their traditional way of life because the salinity adversely affects their traditional 

food crop which the participants stated as being an integral part of Tuvaluan culture. To them 

“it is” their “life” and in few years it is going to be a “dream.” 

 Fishing is also an important aspect of their way of life which is under threat. The 

participants indicated that only few years back they could go out into the Funafuti lagoon and 

catch fish for their family which was an important source of subsistence food. The emotion of 

sadness is invoked by multiple factors that encompass the threat of climate change to their 

food security, loss of land and traditional way of life.  The feeling of sadness can also be 

attributed to their appraisal about their future in Tuvalu and their risk perception and 

appraisal of climate change.  

 These findings are supported by Reser & Swim, (2011) and Swim et.al, (2011) who 

state that climate change is experienced as discrete and continuous stressors. These stressors can 

be constant environmental changes such as soil erosion, salination and depletion of natural 

resources, severe weather related incidents and other erratic climatic events. Their inability to 

control personal environments can cause anxiety and distress (Evans & Cohen, 1987; Reser 

& Swim, 2011; Shapiro et al., 1995). Reser and Swim (2011) further supports the findings of 

this study by stating that, the status of environmental concern and emotional responses to 

climate change is essential but there is  an insufficient and unresolved conceptual and 

theoretical issue that needs immediate attention. 
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 Worry and Fear.This study showed that the emotion of fear and worry were invoked 

by participants risk appraisal and risk perception to the threat of climate change. Their 

appraisal as reflected by the findings was mainly due to media, the unknown outcomes of 

climate change and their concern for their and their family’s health and safety. Their worry 

emerged from their recent experience with the severe drought and the depletion of their 

traditional food source. Most participants indicated that Tuvalu was not a safe place and they 

needed to look for a safer place. They also showed worry about their children and their health 

which was repeatedly reflected by most participants. Their fear of unknown aggravated their 

worry which is supported by APS, (2014) and various other studies (Evans & Cohen, 1987; 

Reser & Swim, 2011; Shapiro et al 1995). 

 How climate change is appraised by the participants was not a key element of this 

current study. However, during interviews the participants revealed that the manner, in which 

climate change impact is presented by various platforms such as media; influenced their 

emotional well-being which increased their worry and fear. An example given by a 

participant was “I am scared because I heard it from some of the movies taken from the 

scientist that Tuvalu’s going to sink very soon. I’m scared because before we do not believe 

that Tuvalu’s going to sink. I just feel scared.” 

 

 This is an important finding because how information on climate change is 

disseminated to the people is an integral element which can enhance the mental well-being of 

the people or deteriorated their well-being. Davey and Wells, (2006); Doherty and Clayton, 

(2010) and Reser, (2004) also highlight that worry and fear is reflective of psychosocial 

impact of climate change that can affect the adaption process. 

 

 Helplessness and Uncertainty.The emotion of helplessness and uncertainty emerged 

from participants concern about their traditional subsistence lifestyle. It related to their food 

security of subsistence fishing and farming methods of pulaka cultivation. According to the 

findings, the participants found that it was “no use” continuing with pulaka farming because 

when the high tide comes in it destroys their crop. This generated a sense of helplessness 

because they believe that time and energy that goes into planting is for nothing and they 

cannot do anything about it.  
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 The other perspective was that, they felt resigned to their fate that climate change was 

here and they might as well get on with their lives instead of going against it. They preferred 

to accept that and move on with their lives because nature was beyond their control, they 

“have seen already seen lots of signs” and they “have no choice.” These emotions are also 

highlighted by APS (2014), it suggests that such negative emotions can desensitise the people 

which can lead to avoidance coping and impede their ability to successfully cope with climate 

change. 

 The results of this study showed that helplessness and uncertainty was also instigated 

by their feelings of not really knowing what is going on in terms of climate change. They are 

uncertain how it is going to impact them and when. Therefore, they are in constant emotional 

turmoil. Albrecht et al. (2007) support these findings. They developed a new concept of 

solastalgia that relates to the distress caused by environmental change affecting people while 

directly associated with their home environment. Their study showed that people who are 

exposed to environmental change generally experience negative effects. They highlight that 

an individual's negative emotion is intensified by their sense of powerlessness and lack of 

control due to the changing process. However, their study was undertaken on the lived 

experiences of communities living through continual drought and the impact of large scale 

open-cut coal mining in the Hunter Valley (New South Wales, Australia). Though, their study 

is not directly related to climate change, it provides an understanding on the psychological 

impacts of local environmental change.   

 Using the concept of solastalgia, McNamara and Westboy's (2011) study also 

supported the findings of this study. They explored the biophysical impacts of environmental 

change together with potential emotional, cultural and psychosocial impacts on the 

indigenous communities in the Torres Strait region of Australia. However, the study by 

McNamara and Westoby, (2011) was focused only on the male and female elders of the 

island hence, lacks the data from generational perspective. The sense of helplessness and 

uncertainty as revealed in the current study could also be attributed to the Pacific culture of 

silence. Though, climate change is a widely discussed topic, however, Pacific people are not 

accustomed to talk about their feelings. The culture of silence together with risk appraisal can 

enhance their sense of helplessness and uncertainty. 

 Hurt and Pain.The results of this study showed that the participants are feeling 

psychological pain and hurt that is instigated by their thought processes. These thoughts are 
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derived from their appraisal of the climatic changes that include their thoughts about their 

limited prospect and the consequences of living in Tuvalu. It is “painful" and "hurtful" for 

them to envision their survival in Tuvalu due to climate change which (with other socio-

economic factors) exacerbates their dilemma of staying back or to leave Tuvalu. These 

negative appraisals, when internalised by individuals affect their mental well-being. 

 Berry et al., (2010); Doherty & Clayton, (2011); Fritze et al., (2008), and Willoxet al., 

(2012, 2013) collaborate the findings of this study. Factors that impede the mental health of 

individuals is more prevalent in communities such as Tuvalu who are most susceptible to 

climate change and are already facing disruptions to their socio-economic and environment. 

It is suggested that climate change as an environmental stress can create emotional anxiety 

and distress about future. In similar context, the findings are also supported by Agyeman, 

(2009); Campbell, (2007) and Fullilove, (1996) who state that loss of connection to place and 

sense of belonging associated with displacement from one’s home place can also undermine 

mental health. 

 The findings reflect a deep sense of place attachment which is the emotional and 

cultural attachment of individuals and groups to their environmental setting (Altman & Low; 

1992; Devin-Wright, 2009; Hidalgo & Hernandez, 2001). Altman and & Low (1992) further 

perpetuate that this attachment also encompasses and establishes symbolic and tangible 

connection with spirituality, nation, past experiences and psychological states. Furthermore, 

via the current study it was revealed that there is very limited literature on the sense of 

belonging and place attachment relating from climate change. It is critical that future studies 

are undertaken specifically for Pacific and other small island nations around the world to 

better understand and enhance their mental well-being induced by climate change. 

 Shame and Embarrassment.Shame and embarrassment were not one of the major 

findings. Furthermore, no relevant literature was available with a primary focus on shame and 

embarrassment as experienced by individuals arising from climate change. However, 

environmental stressors can impede an individuals’ ability to predict and control the 

environments in which they live. This inability to control personal environments can cause 

anxiety and distress (Evans & Cohen, 1987; Reser & Swim, 2011; Shapiro et al., 1995). This 

finding cannot be overlooked because this feeling was emoted by the youths in their 20’s. 

The emotions of the youth are critical in understanding their point of view and what issues 

regarding climate change affects their mental well-being.  
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 This is a very important finding as this emotion reflects a strong sense of 

belongingness and attachment to their place of birth which is supported by Hummon’s (1992) 

study on community sentiment. Hummon (1992) stated that sense of place includes 

rootedness, alienation, relativity, and placelessness. As reflected in this current study, it 

reflects peoples’ sense of identity, satisfaction and attachment to the community. 

Hashemnezhad et al., (2013) further perpetuated that sense of place is the relationship 

between an individual, and environmental factors. These are subjective experience of people 

(memories, traditions, history, culture, and society) and are influenced by objective and 

external variable from the environment. The sense of place is not predetermined but is the 

collective interaction between people and places which is formed by cultural factors, personal 

factors and memories and experiences (Hashemnezhad et. al, 2013). The findings of this 

study reveal a disparity in the collective interaction between Tuvaluans living overseas and 

those living in Tuvalu which can affect their intrapersonal relationship.  

 

 These emotions as expressed by the participants need guidance to embrace these 

feelings in a positive manner. Their embarrassment and shame also came from peer 

interaction and within community interaction. It was reflected by “feeling embarrassed 

because it’s becoming something my friends from other countries making fun of.” Though, 

the participant acknowledged the reality of climate change as experienced by him, he kept his 

actual feeling to himself because he could not share with his peers. This scenario shows that 

young people may be going through emotional turmoil which can adversely affect their well-

being. Carnie et al. (2011) highlights that their study revealed the existence of mental health 

and relationship issues at home and school. Their participant’s distress arose from their 

concern about their family, isolation and their inability to get help. 
 

 Another aspect of shame and embarrassment as indicated in the current study was 

when the youth reflected that their community is experiencing the impact of climate change 

but are trying to hide it. He was also not able to discern if it is a shame for the country to be 

financially assisted by foreigners. Other important finding was that the youth felt that elders 

do not communicate with them, “they never tell us their emotions.” They think that their 

community do not talk about what is occurring in Tuvalu relating to climate change because 

it is "very shameful for them.” This suppression of emotion may reflect the culture of silence 

which prevents the people to communicate with each other at various levels of 

communication strata to alleviate their feelings about what they have experienced and what 
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they continue to experience due to climate change. This is also highlighted by Fritze et al., 

(2008) who state that climate change has a lifecycle impact. It affects children and young 

people negatively regarding the uncertainty of their future which is not of their making. 

Therefore, their experiences with threats of impacts of climate change will be significantly 

varied in contrast to their parents and grandparents. They can also be confused about the facts 

and actual impact of climate which can lead to increased worry and anxiety which will be 

challenging for them to comprehend. 

 Anger.Initially, anger was considered to be one of the major afflictions of climate 

change. However, the results of this study showed that it was a very minor emotion. The 

respondents’ anger stemmed from the gradual loss of homeland and from the information 

disseminated by the “scientists” who suggests that Tuvalu is going underwater due to climate 

change. Though, this was a minor finding, its implication on the mental well-being of people 

cannot be disregarded because a negative emotion generally adversely affects an individual’s 

health.  

 The findings of this study are consistent with the literature review which asserts that 

climate change is an environmental stressor that affects the mental well-being of individuals. 

These environmental stressors invoke negative emotional feelings from different perspective 

relating to climate change such as their climate change threat appraisal, experiences and 

concern for future (Davey & Wells, 2006; Doherty & Clayton, 2010; Evans & Cohen, 1987; 

Reser, 2004; Reser & Swim, 2011; Shapiro et al., 1995). Eco-anxiety as termed by Albrecht 

(2011) also reflects the similar feelings projected in the current study. Previous studies by 

Albretch et al; (2007) and McNamara and Westboy (2011) used the concept of solastalgia to 

identify psychological implications of environmental stressors on people’s mental well-being. 

 Studies by Clayton, Manning & Hodge, (2014) and Swim et.al, (2011) in the literature 

review acknowledge that climate change is an environmental stressor and it does impact the 

mental well-being of individuals. However, most literature such as Carnie et al., (2011), 

Freedy et al., (1994) and Weems et al., (2007) are from natural disasters such as hurricane, 

erratic weather patterns such as drought. There is a paucity of studies (Reser & Swim, 2011) 

that looks at the cumulative and gradual impact of climate change. The current literature 

provides a very strong relationship between climate change and mental well-being which is 

consistent with the findings of this study. 
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Social Implications 

 The social implication of current study was an unexpected finding which suggests that 

climate change as a stressor has multi-factorial implications. Climate change can increase 

frustrations and interpersonal aggression in societies. Hsiang, Burke, and Miguel (2013) cited 

that climatic changes often invoke interpersonal violence such as domestic violence, assault, 

and rape.  These incidents of domestic violence are predominately exhibited by families who 

have experienced disasters, such as Hurricane Katrina (Yun, Lurie, & Hyde, 2010). 

 Reuveny, (2008) asserts that climate change can also greatly impact intergroup 

relations. The decline and increased competition for natural resources can instigate intergroup 

conflict. This conflict can occur when two groups directly compete for the limited natural 

resources, or due to ecological degradation which may compel one group to migrate out of its 

own territory and become an immigrant into another group’s territory, which invokes 

competition for rights and ownership of the space/land. 

Interpersonal Implications  

  The results of the current study showed familial conflict between siblings and also 

between children and parents. This conflict arose because the phenomenon of climate change 

and its impacts are appraised at individualist level from a personal perspective. However, 

when these same appraisals are communicated with family members as stipulated by Willox 

et al. (2013), it can lead to incompatible viewpoints. The results of the current study showed 

that lot of tension is generated on the topic of climate change because at times the views of 

the younger siblings are considered irrelevant and sometimes this discussion can also lead to 

aggressive behaviour. For instance, one participant stated that the older brother threw her 

books and got angry with her when she tried to explain about climate change. The brother is a 

staunch believer in god and does not believe in climate change. 

 Conflicting viewpoints on climate change and its impact between parents and children 

also create a negative environment at home. This disagreement can affect both the parents 

and the children negatively because they may think that they are not understood by each other 

or the children are showing disrespect. The children, on other hand, tend to internalise these 

appraisal because they are not given an opportunity to discuss and better understand climate 

change and its impacts. This discontention may arise in the familial environment due to 

traditional and cultural boundaries where children are not expected to go against parents and 
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children are taught to respect elders and not to confront them. All these negativity can also 

affect an individual’s mental well-being. 

Loss of Identity and Social Cohesion 

 It has been well established that climate change will impact and individual’s health 

and well-being. However, climate change will also affect social interactions within 

communities and with each other (Clayton et al, 2009). In the social context, loss of identity 

refers to the impact of climate change that can affect certain types of jobs. This has been 

identified by Stain et al., (2001) by farmers in Australia who experienced severe drought. 

Devine-Wright (2013) concurs that this may be the case due to a strong bonding established 

between identity and place-based occupation such as farming and fishing.  

 

 Climate change also adversely affects cohesion, the sense of unity among people and 

communities. Willox et al. (2013) in their study of the Inuit community revealed that all the 

participants showed a strong sense of attachment to land. They cited adverse climatic impacts 

which lead to an increase risk of food security, sadness, anger and familial stress and decline 

in their self-worth, and community cohesion due to a change in their traditional interaction 

with their land and place. 

 

 Another unexpected finding of the current study was the discontentment that was 

invoked by internal migration of Tuvaluans to Funafuti. Reuvney (2008) highlighted that 

climate change constitutes as one of the largest environmental change in this century. The 

effects of climate change instigated by environmental change can lead to ecomigration which 

has the potential to cause conflicts in areas migrated to, however, these effects are not fully 

known. This internal migration causes overcrowding which inadvertently impedes the access 

to already eroding landmass and diminishing natural resources which has been adversely 

affected by climate change. However, it must be noted that this internal migration as 

supported by Farbotko and Lazrus, (2012) and Locke (2009) is not due to climate change but 

for more for economical reasoning. The competition for the limited resources is creating an 

atmosphere of disharmony between those originally from Funafuti and the outer islanders.  

 Funafuti has seen an influx of Tuvaluans from outer islands and these outer islanders 

stipulate that before they were a minority group but now they are same in numbers as those 

who are originally from Funafuti and have equal rights to all resources. The Tuvaluans who 
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are born and raised in Funafuti on the other hand are dissatisfied with this influx as it 

comprises their right to the land and natural resources. Tuvalu, as a nation is experiencing the 

impacts of climate change effects and because a high percentage of population reside on the 

capital of Funafuti there is a strong competition for land, housing and resource (MNRE, 

2007). Henceforth, internal migration can be deemed as a secondary climate change stressor. 

 It is imperative to understand that social implications of climate change were not a 

key research question. However, this finding does reflect an underlying discontent in Funafuti 

but more research from a social psychological perspective needs to be undertaken to 

understand the actual and meaningful implication of the indirect impacts of climate change 

from interpersonal and intrapersonal perspective. 

 

 Thus, the findings of the current study do support authors Baum et al., (1982); Evans 

and Cohen, (1987); Reser & Swim, (2011); Swim et.al, (2011) and Taylor, (2009) that 

climate change can be classified as an environmental stressor which invokes stress in people 

who experience it from their own personal perspective. It further reveals that climate change 

can have physical, psychological and social impacts which can affect the health of an 

individual. Therefore, the biopsychosocial model of health approach is most appropriate 

paradigm that shows how climate change impacts can be incorporated in the health 

framework that adheres to a holistic approach to health. This approach not only takes into 

consideration the physical well-being but the psychological and social well-being as well 

which is the approach practiced by WHO (2014). 

 

Experiential Impacts of Climate Change - Climate Change Stressors 

 

 The present study demonstrates that climate change is a global phenomenon which is 

widely experienced. The impacts of climate change present a real threat to the on-going 

sustainability of nations worldwide (IPCC, 2014).This threat is more so for smaller island 

countries such as Tuvalu, which has been deemed to be one of the most vulnerable island 

nation to be impacted due to its small land mass, limited resources and acute impact of 

climate change which is manifested via various platforms (Ministerial Conference on 

Environment and Development in Asia and the Pacific, 2000; Oxfam, 2010; SPREP, 2014). 

The findings of this study revealed that most participants experienced climate change in 
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relation to their natural environment, natural resources and weather patterns. It also ascertains 

that climate change is an environmental stressor which impacts an individual’s well-being. 

Environment 

 The current study showed that people living in Funafuti, Tuvalu experienced and are 

still experiencing changes to their natural environment. It was revealed that sea level rise and 

coastal erosion were most prominent environmental changes experienced by them. CSIRO 

(2011) report stated that, Tuvalu will also continue to experience sea level rise together with 

increased ocean acidification. The participants experience is further supported by Lazrus, 

(2007), MNRE, (1999, 2007) and SPREP, (2014), which highlights that the continued sea 

level rise in combination with extreme weather events attribute to the inundation of the  low 

lying nation. These climatic events which cause coastal erosion is of a major concern in 

Tuvalu because none of the Tuvaluan islands are more than three meters above sea level and 

nearly all Tuvaluans live within the coastal areas (Ministerial Conference on Environment 

and Development in Asia and the Pacific, 2000; MNRE, 2007; Oxfam, 2010).  

 

Natural Resources 

 The other element of climate change that was found in the current study was the 

climate change impact on the natural resources. There are two most prominent effects; one is 

the impact on pulaka farms and fishing grounds. The intrusion of salt water due to rising sea 

levels affects food security as the salinity in the soil impedes pulaka growth and other 

subsistence farming (Oxfam, 2010; SPREP, 2014).The findings showed that most 

participants were no longer planting their traditional food crop because it was deemed 

hopeless and because the crop yield could not be consumed and the taste and texture of their 

pulaka had deteriorated. Lazrus (2007) and Tekinene (2013) substantiates these findings, 

because salt water intrusion caused by rising sea level has damaged and destroyed the pulaka 

crops and hindered their growth. Webb (2007) further highlights that due to the climate 

related variations, pulaka farming has become a burden and as such most pulaka farming has 

been abandoned due to salt water intrusion and lowly yields. 

 

 Similar findings were also found with regards to fishing. All the participants 

experienced the depletion of fish from the lagoon, which was their major source of food. 

These findings are supported by MNRE, (2007) and Oxfam, (2010) because climate change 
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vulnerabilities contribute to coral bleaching and diminished marine productivity as 

experienced by the participants due to rising temperatures. These changes in climate puts 

added stress on the already vulnerable environment of Tuvalu which also affects the 

customary lifestyle of Tuvaluans (MNRE, 1999). Due to these impacts, the traditional way of 

life, the sense of identity, and the continuity of traditional knowledge to next generation is 

also jeopardised. These invoke emotions that adversely affect their well-being. The influx in 

the population has also placed an increased demand to the existing natural resources (FSP, 

2011; Knapman et al. 2002; SPREP, 2014). 

 

Weather 

 The impact of weather, specifically heat (environmental temperature) was an 

unexpected finding of this study. It was revealed that increase in heat was one of the most 

prominent stressors that majority of the participants experienced including changes in 

weather patterns. These findings were also presented by CSIRO, (2011), which stated that 

Tuvalu will continue to experience climatic changes that will show increases in temperature 

with more hot days. According to the participants, the heat that they experienced  before was  

bearable  but now it was impeding their daily life because they do not prefer to go outside and 

were mostly feeling lethargic and conceded that it was affecting their well-being. These 

findings are also concurred by CSIRO, (2011); IPCC, (2014); and MNRE, (2007) and 

Oxfam, (2010) 

 

 The literature confirms the impact of climate change and how it affects people. The 

most important impacts are on peoples' natural environment, food resources and 

psychological and physical health due to erratic weather patterns. However, these 

environmental stressors are experienced on personal levels and are appraised by different 

individuals differently. Thus, its impact on every individual is varied according to their 

perceived level of distress and how they cope with it. 

 

Coping 

 Environmental stressors such as climate change invoke stress which is accompanied 

by coping processes which is an interactive element. Coping strategies are used to mitigate 

environmental events, psychosocial processes, and physiological response (Fleming et al., 
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1994; Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Taylor, 2009). According to Moskowitz (2001), human 

response to stress not only includes negative emotional reactions, but also their coping 

responses. Coping is the combination of thoughts and behaviours that are utilised to moderate 

internal and external demands of situations (Folkman & Moskowitz, 2004; Taylor, 2009). 

Lazarus and Folkman (1984) define coping as a spontaneous reaction to something perceived 

as stressful.  

 The findings of this study showed multiple coping strategies used to mitigate the 

climate change impacts. The emotional responses to climate change were addressed by 

migration, religiosity, avoidance, education, optimism and familial affiliation. Migration was 

not a direct impact of climate change. However, this study showed that the primary reason 

participants chose to migrate was for socio-economical and educational reason. They, 

however, did concede that climate change was a factor that exacerbated their desire to 

migrate (Farbotko & Lazrus, 2012; Mortreux & Barnet, 2009). 

 

Religious Coping 

 The findings support authors Pargament, (1997), Pargament et al; (1998) that 

religious coping acts as mediator between an individual’s general religious affiliation and 

stressful life events. All the participants of this current study were Christians but from 

different denominations but all of them projected a strong affiliation to their belief and faith 

in god. Faith and the practice of Christianity was one of the key strategies to mitigate the 

impacts of climate change. Their religious coping strategies embraced two of the four major 

religious coping mechanisms as stipulated by Pargament, (1997).  

 Pargament's (1997) four religious oriented coping mechanism includes, self-directing 

coping, whereby people rely on themselves to cope rather than involving god. Deferring 

approach is utilised when all the coping is passively deferred to god whereas collaborative 

approach to coping involves both the individual and god as collaborative partners. The other 

is petitionary coping which involves pleas and petition for divine intervention. In the current 

study the respondents primarily utilised the deferring approach whereby they passively 

deferred to god and the collaborative approach where they find themselves to be collaborative 

partners with god. They use this religious coping strategy to mitigate the impact of climate 

change for their optimal well-being. 
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 The findings showed that religion and faith are critical elements that facilitate an 

essential balance between participant’s personal appraisal of climate change and emotional 

reaction. Chan and Rhodes (2013) suggested positive outcomes of religious coping resulting 

from their study which focussed on posttraumatic stress (PTS) and posttraumatic growth 

(PTG) in the natural disaster context of Hurricane Katrina. Such studies provide an insight 

into the mitigating factor of religion but there is hardly any literature that specifically looks at 

religious coping in the context of climate change. However, the result of this study does 

reveal that religion and faith are key elements to the well-being of the people in Tuvalu which 

may be applied in the Pacific context. 

Education 

 The findings of the study revealed that the participants generally utilised positive 

coping mechanism such as education and optimism. In relation to education as a coping 

strategy, two different perspectives were brought forward. One was that the participant 

wanted to make a meaningful contribution to mitigate the impact of climate change and 

therefore, opted to undertake Environmental Science at a tertiary level. By doing so the 

student gets a sense of purpose which in turn can enhance self-esteem and positively 

influence peers. A similar strategy of using education was used when a preschool teacher 

chose to use her role as an educator to inform and teach her students about climate change 

and its impact thus, creating awareness for the next generation in their cultural and traditional 

context. These constructive coping strategies alleviate their sense of well-being.  

 The findings of the current study reflect the problem-focused paradigm of coping 

(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984; Taylor, 1998) which address the issue directly to alleviate the 

stressful situation.  It further concurs with Folkman and Lazarus, (1980); Taylor (2009) that 

these types of coping strategy is influenced by personal dispositions, the individual’s ability 

to cope more effectively than others. 

 The current study is further supported by Homburg et al., (2007) who highlighted that 

problem-focused strategies were positively related to pro-environmental behaviour. Zomeren 

et al., (2010), also suggested that individuals who used problem-focused coping in relation to 

the perceived climate threat were predisposed to have pro-environmental action intentions 

which reflect positive implications for well-being. Homburg et al., (2007) and Zomeren et al., 

(2010) do show the positive outcome of problem-focused coping strategy, however, their 
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study was primarily focused on the participants pro-environmental behaviour and their 

perceived climate threat. It does not address the issue whereby people are using these coping 

strategies to mitigate and adapt to the effects of climate change. 

Optimism  

 The finding of this study also showed that some respondents, instead of delving on the 

negative impact of climate change (which they acknowledge experiencing) prefer to go on 

with their life and make most of whatever they have. They showed positive outcomes of 

using meaning-focused coping which is closely affiliated with positive emotions as 

perpetuated by Ojala (2012, 2013). However, Ojala's study only focused on the coping 

strategies of children and adolescents.  

 

 This coping approach does not suggest that they are not concerned about climate 

change and its impact; but they are consciously making this choice. They concurred that they 

choose to deal with the climatic changes as it occurs. These positive coping mechanisms are 

supported by Reser and Swim (2011). However, they stipulate it is still an undeveloped 

framework with regards to climate change and its impact. 

Social Coping 

 Many participants revealed that they are able to cope with the environmental stressors 

of climate change with the support of their family. They stipulated that the togetherness of 

family members such as during family gathering takes away stress that is experienced via 

climate change. For them, family support provides a safety net which comforts the 

participants and increases their sense of well-being. The findings of this study is supported by 

Bonanno (2004), Bonanno and O'Neill, (2001) and Schoon (2006) who stipulate that within a 

social construct, which is the affiliation to ones'  community; the social strengths of a 

community, which can be in the form of collective resources, knowledge, social supports, and 

social capital can facilitate coping mechanism. Kaniasty and Norris (1993) also established 

that social support was integral to the dynamic relationship between individuals, their social 

networks and environmental impositions. Social coping, is utilised when individuals seek 

assistance, information and support to address the source of stress (Moskowitz, 2001). 
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Avoidance Coping 

 This study also showed that some participants used negative coping strategies such as 

denial and avoidance. Reser and Swim (2011) highlights that vulnerability refers to the extent 

individuals are susceptible to, and are unsuccessful in coping with the adverse effects of 

climate change. This is reflected in the current study whereby the participants revealed that 

they did not really believe in climate change. Furthermore, even if they did see or experience 

climate change it is not negatively appraised by them. Avoidance as exhibited in this study is 

from participant’s personal assessment of the impact of climate change. They perceive it to 

be a normal phenomenon that does not affect them on a personal level and as such, being in 

denial assists them in maintaining their emotional equilibrium. The participants used avoidant 

coping strategies which are deemed as a maladaptive coping method because it engages in 

behaviours and actions which are adverse responses to stress (Livneh, 2000; Taylor, 1998). 

These coping responses engage in wishful thinking, diversion and distracting thoughts to 

suppress stress, it can also include behavioural disengagement (Moskowitz, 2001). 

 

 The findings of the current study is supported by the theoretical approaches of coping 

strategies but there is very little specific literature that focuses on the coping mechanisms 

practiced in relation to climate change. During literature research, majority of the studies on 

coping strategies were conceptualised from natural and technological disaster context. These 

studies can provide an insight into the coping mechanism invoked by climate change. 

However, it is not a clear indicator as to how these coping studies are culturally 

contextualised or how relevant it is in the mitigation and adaptation of climate change. 

 

Implications of the Study 

 

 The findings of the current study reveal that climate change has negative health 

effects which impede the well-being and social dynamics of individuals. It also shows the 

coping mechanism that is operationalised due to these impacts from the participant’s personal 

and cultural constructs. The current study highlighted that the respondents mainly used 

positive coping strategies. This information can be a vital catalyst to mitigate the 

psychosocial impact of climate change to achieve optional holistic well-being, not only for 

the participants but for all the people in the world who are experiencing climate change as 

stressors.  
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 This section presents the practical implications of the current study. It provides an 

overview for policy makers. These decision making stakeholders can incorporate the findings 

of this study to include the psychological well-being into their existing national, regional and 

international health framework. Furthermore, these implications also highlight how decision 

makers can use the psychosocial effects of climate change to determine how to disseminate 

information to the people without aggravating their mental well-being. The unexpected 

finding of this study was that climate change also affected social constructs via inter and intra 

personal relations. The implication of this study also provides the limitation of the current 

study, which provides an insight and an understanding as to how future studies on the 

psychosocial impact of climate change can be enhanced. Furthermore, it provides the 

implication for future research and conclusion which facilitates the summation of the current 

study. 

 

Practical Implications for Policymakers 

 This current study shows that there is an urgent need to incorporate the psychosocial 

implications of climate change into the existing climate change framework and policies, not 

only for Tuvalu but for the region as well. These inclusions can be at micro and macro level, 

that is, it can be encompassed in the regional climate change health policies and the national 

based health framework. These modifications will have multiple dimensions because it will 

need to consider the psychological and social impacts of climate change together with the 

coping and intervention strategies to mitigate these factors. 

 

Practical Implication for Health and Mental Well-Being. 

 It can be deduced that climate change can has negative psychological implications 

that affects mental well-being and has the potential to be a worldwide phenomenon. 

Therefore, a critical need is arising for all the stakeholders to assess the impending mental 

health affect arising from climate change. Training and capacity building of relevant 

personnel, such as health workers needs to be incorporated in the health framework. 

 It is imperative to educate and create public awareness on the potential mental health 

impact of climate change. In terms of Tuvalu, this awareness can be assimilated in their 

falekaupule policies and framework. Falekaupule is the traditional assembly in each of its 
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nine islands; it is established in accordance with the aganu which is their traditional customs 

and culture. The falekaupule, as the traditional authority and decision making assembly can 

incorporate these policies into their existing policy and framework regarding climate change 

health and adaptive strategies. These policies, when in place can provide a readily accessible 

and interactive platform.  

 However, it cannot be ascertained that individuals will be willing to share their feeling 

about the impact of climate change and how they personally cope with it (there is a need for 

future research in this domain). At the same time it is also imperative to discern how the 

information of climate change is disseminated to the people that will enable them to willingly 

share their experiences and feelings. Therefore, it is important to educate the policymakers at 

the traditional societal and political level to understand the impact of climate change on 

mental well-being. They can then utilise their knowledge in their inclusive discussions and 

interaction with the communities to discuss the health priorities and mental well-being 

implications of climate change. 

Social Implications 

 I had one unexpected findings of the study that had important social implications. The 

findings highlighted an underlying discontent in Funafuti, the capital of Tuvalu due to 

internal migration. This is an important revelation which the policymakers should take into 

consideration. Government, international agencies and communities need to address this 

issue. It is critical that collaborative efforts need to be undertaken to understand the 

intergroup relations and find amicable solution. Another unexpected interpersonal impact was 

the discontent within family units; this also needs immediate attention by the stakeholders. 

The traditional contextualisation of the issue can provide a platform to mediate the familial 

discontentment. 

Dissemination of Information 

 Climate change is a multi-factorial stressor that has adverse climatic impacts, which 

includes the appraisal of impacts, natural resources, health and food securities, and coping 

responses. However, these processes could be manipulated by media representations, formal 

and informal social interactions by either exaggerating or emasculating the climate risks and 

its impacts. These factors in turn could be influenced by individuals and their cultural 

variations. The field of health psychology can assist in the restructuring and facilitating the 
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best language and tone for the dissemination of the information; by designing, assessing, and 

implementing interventions for the psychosocial impact of climate change. This restructuring 

will enable individuals to have a better grasp of climate change threat and risk appraisal. This 

balanced understanding can provide equilibrium for their emotions and feelings and 

encourage positive adaptation and coping strategies. This enables individuals to achieve an 

ideal health that encompasses their mental well-being.  

 
Limitations of the Research 

 The current study used an exploratory phenomenological paradigm to understand how 

individuals in Funafuti, the capital of Tuvalu experienced the impact of climate change and 

what coping strategies they used. This approach was most relevant to this study; however, it 

should also be taken into consideration that generability of the data is limited due to the 

qualitative nature of this study. Furthermore participants of this study were only selected 

from the main island of Funafuti due to constraints on time and travelling logistics. However, 

the exclusion of other islands does not imply that the residents are not experiencing the 

psychosocial impacts of climate change. As a low lying island country, it is likely that the 

experience of all Tuvaluans is likely to be highly similar. 

 

 The sample for this study was purposely chosen because climate change occurs 

gradually over a period of time, thus, providing data on climate change as experienced by the 

participants. The participant selection was   limited to people who were born and raised in 

Funafuti or had internally migrated from other Tuvaluan islands and settled in the capital for 

more than fifteen years. In addition, the study respondents were only from the capital of 

Tuvalu and as such further research is needed to explore and understand climate change as 

stressors which affect the psychological well-being of individuals not only in Tuvalu but also 

in other Pacific island countries as well. 

 

Implications for Future Research 

 The findings of this study showcase implications for future research into the 

psychosocial impacts of climate change on small low lying island countries and how these 

changes are mitigated by various coping strategies. The results also show that climate change 

is an environmental stressor which adversely impedes mental well-being and has negative 

implication in the social context as well. The aim of the study was to provide a platform that 
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showed the psychological impact of climate change and the coping strategies utilised. It also 

assisted in showing the need to incorporate mental well-being into the traditional health 

framework to have a more holistic approach to health.  

 

 The current study has highlighted the prevalence of knowledge gaps regarding the 

psychological impact of climate change on mental well-being. Therefore, it is crucial to 

undertake collaborative research from an interdisciplinary approach to develop knowledge 

based on climate related mental health well-being, and intervention and evaluation 

methodologies. It is suggested that future research in Tuvalu regarding the psychosocial 

impact of climate change and the coping strategies used by the people should include all the 

nine atolls of the island to better understand the climate change impacts. 

 Data from a nation-wide study can assist in the development of a health framework 

that incorporates the findings to provide a holistic approach to health and well-being of 

Tuvaluans in their culture specific context. Furthermore, from a Pacific point of view, a 

comparative analysis study between island nations can be undertaken to understand the depth 

and breadth of climate change impact on the psychosocial well-being and coping strategies in 

the Pacific region.  

 Future studies should have a regional focus as well which takes into consideration that 

climate change impacts are multidimensional. These impacts occur at individual and 

community level as well. Studies could be conducted in a collaborative manner on a national, 

regional and international platform so that the task is not too daunting and the results can 

provide information from a Pacific perspective which could be used to develop and or 

incorporated in the regional climate change health adaption and mitigation processes. 

Regional countries can customise the findings from these studies that best suits their country. 

These future studies can provide an insight into the social and cultural similarities and 

differences which can be used to develop intervention strategies through mutually beneficial 

cross-cultural and collaborative initiatives. 

 

 Another important area for future study is to ascertain the generational differences in 

the experience, risk perception and appraisal of climate change. Therefore, it is prudent to 

undertake intergenerational studies to ascertain the climate change impact on the well-being 

and coping strategies from intergenerational perspective. These can delineate the proactive 
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actions to be considered on the dissemination of climate change information and its impact 

and the interventional approaches to be taken.  

 

Conclusion 

 Climate change is a global phenomenon that has multi-factorial implications and 

understanding. It is an environmental stressor that is experienced and appraised from varied 

dynamics due to the, cultural, economical and geographical placement of world population. 

Tuvalu is considered to be one of the most vulnerable places in the world that is experiencing 

climate change; due to its limited and eroding land mass, depletion of traditional food sources 

and erratic weather patterns. It is evident from the findings of this study that people living in 

the capital are experiencing significant climatic changes; it is an environmental stressor that 

the people have to encounter every day. These stressors affect them from a diverse 

psychosocial perspective which impedes their well-being. Though, the participants reflect the 

coping mechanisms operationalised by them, it does not indicate the effectiveness of the 

strategies used. 

 Most studies conducted on the psychosocial impact of climate change are from 

Western-based perspective. While it provides an understanding of the climatic impacts, the 

cultural context of how climate change is experienced, and perceived and appraised needs to 

be incorporated in such a view. These factors will determine how well psychosocial impacts 

of climate change are positively adapted and mitigated. One of the most essential and critical 

aspect of climate change is its impact on the health of individuals. It can be argued that health 

is included in the climate change policies and framework, however, for now, it is still 

incomplete.  

 

 Only recently the role of psychology has been given prominence in relation to climate 

change. From a Western-based perspective psychology is predominately used to reduce 

human impact on climate change, but for Pacific island nations such as Tuvalu it has opposite 

implications. That is, time may not be on their side. By the time the developed nations decide 

and implement the reduction of climate change impacts, it may be too late for small, low 

lying vulnerable countries such as Tuvalu. They are already experiencing the effects of 

climate change which jeopardises their health, mental well-being, food and water security and 

most importantly their cultural and social identity. They are already struggling to adapt and 
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mitigate the impact of climate change. Thus, from a Pacific perspective, psychology, 

especially health psychology can be effectively utilised to develop a holistic health and 

mental well-being framework which encompasses the biological, psychological and social 

elements for optimal well-being.  
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Glossary 
 

Aganu   Customs and traditions of Tuvalu 

Falekaupule The traditional assembly (local government) on each island 

Kaupule The executives arm of the Falekaupule 

Pulaka  A giant tuber plant like a taro 
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APPENDIX 1 

 

 
The University of the South Pacific  
Faculty of Arts, Law & Education 

School of Social Sciences 
 

Jasvin M Lala 

GPO Box 18011, Suva, Fiji Islands 

 
CONSENT FORM 

"Phenomenological Exploration of the Psychological Impacts of Climate 

Change: a focus on Funafuti, Tuvalu''. 

 
I have read and understood the Information Sheet pertaining to the above-named project. On this 
basis I agree to participate in this project. I consent to publication of the results of the project on 
the understanding that my anonymity is preserved.  
 
I understand that at any time I may withdraw from the project, as well as withdraw any 

information that I have provided.  

 

I note that this project has been reviewed and approved by the University Research Ethics 

Committee at the University of the South Pacific.  

 

I note that this project has been reviewed and approved by the University Research Ethics 

Committee at the University of the South Pacific.  

 
NAME (pseudonym, please print) 
______________________________________________________________________________ 
 
______________________________________________________________________________  
 
Signature______________________________________________________________________  
 

Date__________________________________________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX 2 

Interview Guideline 

 

''A Phenomenological Exploration of the Psychological Impacts of Climate 

Change: a focus on Funafuti, Tuvalu''. 
 

SECTION 1: SOCIO-DEMOGRAPHICS  

 

Questions relating to: 

Age 

Place of birth (from Funafuti/settled in from other Tuvaluan islands) 

Reason for resettling in Funafuti 

Family 

Religious Orientation 

Livelihood 

� sources of income 

� Food security - including subsistence (traditional sources-pulaka farming, 

fishing etc.) 

� resources such as water supply  

 

Participants Personal Understanding and Appraisal of Climate Change 

 

What do you understand by the term climate change (to get an understanding of how they 

explain climate change)? 

What change (if any) have you seen – when, where, how long, why and what happened. 

Will also ask them to comment on the relocation of all the Tuvaluans due to climate change. 

 

SECTION 2: PSYCHOSOCIAL IMPACTS  

 

What are your feelings thoughts (and emotions) about the impact of climate change - if they 

have experienced it (e.g. sea level rise, water shortage, food security and heat etc.)? 
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What does it mean to them to witness and experience the changes due to climate change? 

Reason for leaving their island (resettled Tuvaluans in Funafuti). 

If relevant, will ask about their feelings, thoughts (and emotions) of leaving their islands.  

Will also ask them to comment on internal migration and its impact.  

 

SECTION 3: COPING STRATEGIES  

 

Will ask them to comment on their experiences relating to climate change and identify how 

they cope with the environmental stressors (climate change). 

Will ask them if they think if their coping strategies are effective.  

 

NOTE: Probing will be used as an interview technique to garner more detailed responses to 

the questions or to find out more information on certain aspects during the interview process. 

 


