
Prioritizing  
women’s, children’s  
and adolescents’ health  
in the climate crisis

Purpose:  
This brief outlines specific 

recommendations for PMNCH 
constituencies to address climate 

change as part of interventions for 
women’s, children’s and adolescents’ 

health (WCAH)  and accelerate 
climate policies, financing and 

programmes that integrate the 
needs of women, children  

and adolescents.

Background
Climate change is one of the biggest global health 
threats and intergenerational injustices of the 
21st century, affecting every country across the 
globe and disrupting livelihoods and national 
economies, particularly of countries least able to 
cope. Climate change affects people’s physical 
and psychological health through direct exposure 
to extreme weather events (e.g., heatwaves, 
storms, and floods), air pollution, food-, water- 
and vector-borne diseases, and disruptions to 
food systems, water security, health-care and 
social protection services. 
Women, children, and adolescents, especially 
those living in humanitarian settings, marginalized 
conditions or suffering discrimination, continue 
to bear the most severe consequences. Climate 
change acts as a “threat multiplier” to their 
health vulnerabilities by escalating social, 
political, and economic tensions and inequalities.
Building on the WHO-UNICEF-UNFPA Call to 
Action on climate change and maternal, 
newborn and child health, evidence shows that 
pregnant and lactating women, newborns, 
children, and adolescents are particularly 
vulnerable to climate change due to their unique 
stages in the life course (Figure 1 on the next 
page). Despite contributing the least to 
greenhouse gas emissions, newborns, children, 
and adolescents today and future generations 
will bear the worst consequences during their 
lifetime. Newborns and younger children, 
including those unborn, are uniquely at risk 
because they breathe faster, have higher 
metabolic rates, and are developing their 
immune systems, amongst other physiological, 
developmental, and behavioural vulnerabilities.

Climate hazards also have macro-economic 
consequences, increasing inequities, reducing 
growth and tax revenue, diminishing total 
government resources, including for WCAH 
services, and, consequently, increasing household 
out-of-pocket payments for health care.
Current climate mitigation commitments set the 
world for a 2.4-2.6°C warming by the end of this 
century, rapidly closing the window to reaching the 
Paris Agreement goals. National health and climate 
adaptation planning and responses are inadequate, 
with health-care system emissions accounting for 
around 5% of global greenhouse gas emissions.
These worrying trends threaten the achievement of 
the Sustainable Development Goals and the targets 
set in the Global Strategy for WCAH. However, there 
are multiple opportunities for win-win policies and 
investments that will help make the world more 
resilient to climate change, reduce emerging 
pandemic threats, and be better 
equipped to reach WCAH targets.
Policies and investments in 
climate change mitigation and 
adaptation must prioritize WCAH 
by recognizing their unique 
stages and needs in the life 
course and placing women, 
children, and adolescents at the 
centre of climate adaptation and 
disaster risk reduction strategies. 
Reducing greenhouse gas 
emissions, for example, will 
improve the health and life 
chances of children and 
adolescents, with long-term 
benefits for societies.

those born  
in 2020

At current rates

than those born  
in 1960

will experience  
up to

more extreme  
weather events

7 X

https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/fast-facts-on-climate-change-and-health
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/fast-facts-on-climate-change-and-health
https://www.unicef.org/media/105376/file/UNICEF-climate-crisis-child-rights-crisis.pdf
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health
https://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/climate-change-and-health
https://www.ipcc.ch/report/ar6/wg2/downloads/report/IPCC_AR6_WGII_FinalDraft_Chapter07.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/en/news-stories/explainer/2022/02/explainer-how-gender-inequality-and-climate-change-are-interconnected
http://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240085350
http://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240085350
http://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240085350
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=9uFJLrjoJQo
https://www.science.org/doi/10.1126/science.abi7339
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26263709
https://media.rff.org/documents/RFF-DP-12-28.pdf
https://media.rff.org/documents/RFF-DP-12-28.pdf
https://pmnch.who.int/docs/librariesprovider9/governance/31st-board-meeting-financing-intersectoral-action.pdf?sfvrsn=7ef50512_5
https://pmnch.who.int/docs/librariesprovider9/governance/31st-board-meeting-financing-intersectoral-action.pdf?sfvrsn=7ef50512_5
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/press-release/inadequate-progress-climate-action-makes-rapid-transformation
https://www.thelancet.com/article/S0140-6736(22)01540-9/fulltext
https://www.thelancet.com/article/S0140-6736(22)01540-9/fulltext
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240081888
https://protect.everywomaneverychild.org/assets/EWEC-2022-Report.pdf
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VULNERABILITY FACTORS

The framework provides an overview of health 
outcomes that have been associated to climate 
hazards/risks; the list is to be interpreted as 
indicative and non-exhaustive, subject to revision 
and update as the evidence base is strengthened.
Etzel RA, Weimann E, Homer C et al. The impacts of 
climate change across the life course. Unpublished.

Climate hazards/risks

Health outcomes

Direct and indirect impacts

Figure 1 
Impacts of climate change across the life stages

Why and How urgent action is needed?
Opportunities for mainstreaming WCAH in climate policies and financing, and vice versa
Prioritizing and investing in WCAH in climate 
responses is critical to increasing women’s, children’s, 
and adolescents’ resilience to climate shocks and 
building resilient health systems responsive to 
people’s unique needs throughout the life course. 
 • Estimates show that investing US$1.8 trillion 
between 2020 and 2030 could generate US$7.1 
trillion in total net benefits in five areas – 
including early warning systems, climate-resilient 
infrastructure, improved dryland agriculture crop 
protection, global mangrove protection, and more 
resilient water resources - and save countless lives 
and livelihoods. 

 • For every $1 dollar spent, society would gain 
almost nine dollars in economic and social benefits 
as a result of lower morbidity and mortality by 
2035. As many as 147 child deaths, 32 million 
stillbirths, and five million maternal deaths can be 
avoided within a generation.

 • Aligning these investments with climate adaptation 
strategies would ensure the resilience of health 
systems and health interventions to climate shocks. 

In addition, evidence shows that poorer countries 
will be forced to bear a more significant financial 
burden from climate adaptation, given their lower 
capacity to adapt. Investing in women’s, children’s, 

and adolescents’ adaptation and resilience to climate 
change, especially in low- and middle-income 
countries (LMICs), is therefore critical to ensuring 
the hard-won advances of the past decades for 
maternal, newborn, and child survival and well-being 
are not lost.
Mainstreaming WCAH in climate responses and 
strategically mobilizing new and existing funds to 
enhance the climate resilience of the health sector 
and beyond, with specific allocations to WCAH, are 
critical opportunities for cost-effective and 
equitable climate adaptation. 
However, WCAH is still not mainstreamed in climate 
policies and financing, and health financing does 
not integrate climate change goals. 
 • Out of 119 Nationally Determined Contributions 
(NDCs) submitted between 2020 and August 2022, 
only 38 countries directly referenced sexual and 
reproductive health and rights. 

 • Only 34% of 103 countries with new or revised 
NDCs in 2021 were classified as child-sensitive. 

 • Less than 7% of bilateral health official development 
assistance is marked as a contributor to climate 
adaptation and less than 1% as a contributor to 
climate mitigation.

 •Biological factors and 
health status

 •Socio-political factors

 •Geographical factors

 •Socio-economic factors

 • Intersecting inequalities

VULNERABILITY FACTORS

• Biological factors and health status • Socio-political factors • Geographical factors • Socio-economic factors • Intersecting inequalities

Climate Hazards/Risks Health OutcomesDirect and indirect impacts

Impacts of Climate Change Across the Life Stages

CHILDHOOD
• Increased infant mortality

• Respiratory diseases
• Gastro-intestinal manifestations

• Malnutrition
• Increased hospital admissions

• Disruptions in family functions
• Impacts on mental health
• Impacts on learning
  and education
• Reduced access 
  to health services

  
ADOLESCENCE

• Impacts on mental health
• Reduced connectedness to family,

     friends and community
• Impacts on learning and education
• Respiratory diseases
• Malnutrition
• Impacts on agency and resilience
• Reduced access to health services,
 including sexual and reproductive
 health services

  ADULTHOOD
• Climate related occupational health impacts

• Heart and kidney disease
 •Respiratory diseases

• Impacts on mental health
• Malnutrition

• Reduced access to health services

LATER ADULTHOOD
• Increased mortality

• Impacts on mental health
• Malnutrition

• Metabolic disorders
• Cognitive decline
• Respiratory diseases
• Heart and kidney disease
 • Reduced access
   to health services

PREGNANCY, PERINATAL
 AND POSTNATAL PERIOD

• Stillbirth
• Preterm birth

• Low birth weight
• Impacts on feeding practices

• Respiratory diseases
• Congenital abnormalities

• Hypertensive disorders 
  of pregnancy
• Gestational diabetes
• Impacts on mental health
• Malnutrition
• Reduced access to
  health services and
  family planning

The framework provides an overview of health outcomes that have been associated 
to climate hazards/risks; the list is to be interpreted as indicative and non-exhaustive, 
subject to revision and update as the evidence base is strengthened.
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https://gca.org/reports/adapt-now-a-global-call-for-leadership-on-climate-resilience/?_gl=1*diys8z*_ga*MTkzNDY1ODQ4LjE2OTk2MjIzNTY.*_up*MQ..
https://gca.org/reports/adapt-now-a-global-call-for-leadership-on-climate-resilience/?_gl=1*diys8z*_ga*MTkzNDY1ODQ4LjE2OTk2MjIzNTY.*_up*MQ..
https://gca.org/reports/adapt-now-a-global-call-for-leadership-on-climate-resilience/?_gl=1*diys8z*_ga*MTkzNDY1ODQ4LjE2OTk2MjIzNTY.*_up*MQ..
https://gca.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/GlobalCommission_Report_FINAL.pdf?_gl=1*diys8z*_ga*MTkzNDY1ODQ4LjE2OTk2MjIzNTY.*_up*MQ..
https://gca.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/09/GlobalCommission_Report_FINAL.pdf?_gl=1*diys8z*_ga*MTkzNDY1ODQ4LjE2OTk2MjIzNTY.*_up*MQ..
https://pmnch.who.int/resources/publications/m/item/a-global-investment-framework-for-women-s-and-children-s-health-advocacy-brochure
https://pmnch.who.int/resources/publications/m/item/a-global-investment-framework-for-women-s-and-children-s-health-advocacy-brochure
https://pmnch.who.int/resources/publications/m/item/a-global-investment-framework-for-women-s-and-children-s-health-advocacy-brochure
https://pmnch.who.int/resources/publications/m/item/a-global-investment-framework-for-women-s-and-children-s-health-advocacy-brochure
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/373837/9789240081888-eng.pdf
https://iris.who.int/bitstream/handle/10665/373837/9789240081888-eng.pdf
https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2022/03/23/blog032322-poor-and-vulnerable-countris-need-support-to-adapt-to-climate-change
https://www.imf.org/en/Blogs/Articles/2022/03/23/blog032322-poor-and-vulnerable-countris-need-support-to-adapt-to-climate-change
https://www.un.org/en/climatechange/all-about-ndcs
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/UNFPA-NDC-Global Report-Summary_2023.pdf
https://www.unfpa.org/sites/default/files/resource-pdf/UNFPA-NDC-Global Report-Summary_2023.pdf
https://www.unicef.org/media/109701/file/Making-Climate-Policies-for-and-with-Children-and-Young-People.pdf
https://globalhealthsciences.ucsf.edu/sites/globalhealthsciences.ucsf.edu/files/climate_and_health_finance_final.pdf
https://globalhealthsciences.ucsf.edu/sites/globalhealthsciences.ucsf.edu/files/climate_and_health_finance_final.pdf
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 • Less than 5% of global climate adaptation spending 
targets health. Only 2.4% of climate financing 
from multilateral climate funds supports projects 
incorporating child-responsive activities. Data on 
the number of projects targeting maternal and 
newborn health is not available.

To overcome the lack of integration of WCAH in 
climate policies and financing, and vice versa, 
action is needed to:
 • Break siloes between ministries and sectors and 
promote comprehensive, whole-of-government 
approaches.    

 • Ensure climate adaptation and disaster risk 
reduction policies and financing address WCAH, 

Women, children, and adolescents pioneering climate action

for instance, through implementing adaptive social 
protection schemes to effectively protect women, 
children, and adolescents from climate shocks.

 • Build capacity for integrating climate mitigation 
and adaptation into health sector plans and 
budgets to address the current resource gap for 
climate adaptation in the health sector, especially 
in LMICs.

 • Measure the WCAH co-benefits of climate 
mitigation and promote actions that reduce 
greenhouse gas emissions.

 • Ensure health organizations are accredited to 
multilateral climate funds to access climate 
financing for health.

Women, children, and adolescents play a crucial 
role in climate action and must be meaningfully 
engaged in decision-making processes.
Worldwide, children, adolescents and young people 
are pioneering a human rights-based approach to 
climate action by taking to the streets and using 
climate litigation to hold governments accountable 
for their climate pledges and carbon emissions, 
calling for meaningful inclusion in climate 
decision-making and demanding climate education 
programmes in curricula. 
Women-led businesses are more likely to adopt 
sustainable environmental practices, including 
energy efficiency. The world’s most sustainable 
cities are led by women. Women and young girls 
are also critical in sustaining communities and 
managing the earth’s biodiversity and natural 
resources. Women farmers account for 60-80% of 
all food production in LMICs and have unique 
knowledge about plants, animals, agricultural 
systems, and family care that are critical for 
developing one health strategies to adapt to 
climate change. Women also account for over 70% 
of the health workforce and are responsible for 
over 70% of global caregiving hours, which makes 
them critical in shaping the health response to 
climate change. 

Box 1. Adaptive social protection
Social protection, including safety nets, cash 
transfers, and insurance, safeguards households 
and the most vulnerable, such as women, children, 
and adolescents, from health and economic shocks. 
It supports their access to essential health services 
and can also address climate risks (adaptive social 
protection) by expanding coverage in response 
to climate shocks or broadening the range of 
covered services. For example, cash transfers 
have incentivized climate mitigation strategies 

Box 2: Young people leading climate action
 • In 2018, 25 children and youth, supported by 
Dejusticia, sued the Colombian government 
for the deforestation of the Amazon. They 
argued that deforestation of the Amazon led to 
higher temperatures, endangering their rights 
to life, health, food, and water. The Supreme 
Court sided with the young plaintiffs, stating 
that the government’s failure to curb 
deforestation violated the rights to life of 
present and future generations.

 • In March 2023, following the World’s Youth for 
Climate Justice campaign led by the Pacific 
Island Students Fighting Climate Change, the 
UN General Assembly approved a landmark 
resolution requesting an advisory opinion by 
the International Court of Justice on States’ 
obligations concerning climate change.

(e.g., installing solar panels) in Australia, China, 
India, Japan, and the United Kingdom, and 
adaptation (e.g., water-preserving strategies) in 
China, with health co-benefits. Cash transfers can 
also encourage care uptake among women, 
children, and adolescents after a hazard providing 
a financial cushion. In Kenya, cash transfers were 
provided to orphans and vulnerable children to 
attend school and health check-ups after droughts, 
reducing the proportion of children aged 6-13 in 
paid and unpaid work by 4% and 10%, respectively.

However, women and young people are often 
excluded from leadership positions and decision-
making processes, affecting their lives and well-
being. Promoting meaningful engagement and 
leadership of women and young people is critical to 
achieving gender and intergenerational justice in 
climate responses.

https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(17)32464-9
https://doi.org/10.1016/S0140-6736(17)32464-9
https://ceri-coalition.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/06/ceri-climate-finance-report-complete.pdf
https://www.greenclimate.fund/sites/default/files/document/gcf-health-wellbeing-sectoral-guide-consultation-version-1.pdf
https://www.bmj.com/content/376/bmj.o313
https://globalhealthsciences.ucsf.edu/sites/globalhealthsciences.ucsf.edu/files/climate_and_health_finance_final.pdf
https://globalhealthsciences.ucsf.edu/sites/globalhealthsciences.ucsf.edu/files/climate_and_health_finance_final.pdf
https://www.hhrjournal.org/2021/12/children-adolescents-and-youth-pioneering-a-human-rights-based-approach-to-climate-change/
https://www.hhrjournal.org/2021/12/children-adolescents-and-youth-pioneering-a-human-rights-based-approach-to-climate-change/
https://www.eif.org/news_centre/publications/eif_working_paper_2023_87.pdf
https://www.eif.org/news_centre/publications/eif_working_paper_2023_87.pdf
https://www.eib.org/en/stories/climate-women-profits#:~:text=In the workplace%2C women%27s leadership,disclosure of greenhouse gas emissions.
https://www.eib.org/en/stories/climate-women-profits#:~:text=In the workplace%2C women%27s leadership,disclosure of greenhouse gas emissions.
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/integrating-gender-ecosystems-management
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/integrating-gender-ecosystems-management
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/integrating-gender-ecosystems-management
https://www.who.int/publications/m/item/one-health-definitions-and-principles
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/10-key-issues-in-ensuring-gender-equity-in-the-global-health-workforce
https://www.who.int/news-room/feature-stories/detail/10-key-issues-in-ensuring-gender-equity-in-the-global-health-workforce
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/04/covid-19-highlights-how-caregiving-fuels-gender-inequality/
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/full/10.1111/disa.12339
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC7607470/pdf/BLT.20.252882.pdf/
https://www.dejusticia.org/en/en-fallo-historico-corte-suprema-concede-tutela-de-cambio-climatico-y-generaciones-futuras/
https://www.dejusticia.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/01/Fallo-Corte-Suprema-de-Justicia-Litigio-Cambio-Clim%C3%A1tico.pdf
https://www.wy4cj.org/
https://www.wy4cj.org/
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/un-resolution-billed-turning-point-climate-justice
https://www.unep.org/news-and-stories/story/un-resolution-billed-turning-point-climate-justice
https://press.un.org/en/2023/ga12497.doc.htm#:~:text=The General Assembly today adopted,long struggle for climate justice.https://press.un.org/en/2023/ga12497.doc.htm
https://press.un.org/en/2023/ga12497.doc.htm#:~:text=The General Assembly today adopted,long struggle for climate justice.https://press.un.org/en/2023/ga12497.doc.htm
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4581660/#:~:text=Cash transfers have the potential,can buffer shocks in general.
https://www.aeaweb.org/articles?id=10.1257/app.4.2.247
https://www.scielosp.org/article/bwho/2015.v93n8/559-565/
https://www.scielosp.org/article/bwho/2015.v93n8/559-565/
https://climatechampions.unfccc.int/why-womens-leadership-is-key-to-climate-action/
https://www.undp.org/blog/tapping-power-young-people-climate-action


Who should address these issues at hand? 
To tackle the impacts of climate change on WCAH, we need inclusive, cross-sectoral responses,  
whole-of-government and whole-of-community strategies. Every stakeholder has a role in ensuring 
WCAH is safeguarded and promoted in the face of the rapidly accelerating climate crisis. 

STAKEHOLDERS RECOMMENDED ACTIONS

Governments  
and 
Parliamentarians

 • Integrate WCAH in climate policies and budgets, address climate change in WCAH policies and budgets, and 
implement new financing for climate and WCAH (e.g. mainstreaming WCAH in Nationally Determined Contributions 
and National Adaptation Plans).
 • Build climate resilient and low carbon health systems to ensure the regular functioning of WCAH facilities and 
services during climate emergencies and reduce health-care systems’ greenhouse gas emissions.
 • Promote adaptive social protection, targeting climate risks and WCAH, to strengthen resilience to shocks and 
reduce out-of-pocket payments to access essential services. 
 • Develop funding proposals and projects for climate funds (e.g., Green Climate Fund) that address the impacts of 
climate change on WCAH.
 • Meaningfully engage women, children, and adolescents in climate change and health policy-making processes.

Global Financing 
Mechanisms and 
Donors and 
Foundations

 • Increase funding for programming to address the impacts of climate change on WCAH, including through 
existing initiatives such as the Global Financing Facility for Women, Children, and Adolescents, the Green Climate 
Fund, and the Loss and Damage Fund.
 • Support piloting and evaluating health and climate co-financing initiatives (cash transfers, contingency funds, 
taxes) to maximize synergies and document distributional effects for WCAH.
 • Maximize the potential for Official Development Assistance loans, grants, equity, or guarantees being channelled 
to climate-related action for WCAH, leveraging on and expanding government health budgets to increase 
resource availability and concessionality.
 • Ensure health, gender, education and youth ministries are involved in project proposals to climate funds.

Private Sector  • Scale up public-private partnerships to increase policies, investments, and services for gender- and age-sensitive 
climate adaptation responses and rapid climate mitigation. 
 • Invest and scale up innovations in climate and WCAH that can strengthen climate resilient and low carbon health 
systems and community resilience to climate change.
 • Encourage health insurance companies to make climate-friendly investments linking health financing to climate 
goals (e.g., climate adaptation for women, children, and adolescents).

United Nations 
Agencies

 • Ensure robust and timely monitoring and accountability of climate adaptation and mitigation responses and 
finances that integrate WCAH indicators and WCAH policies and finances.
 • Promote cross-agency and multi-sectoral collaboration to develop guidance and technical tools on climate 
change and WCAH by sharing best practices and facilitating knowledge, technology and expertise sharing.

Health-care 
Professional 
Associations

 • Collect data and measure the impacts of climate change on WCAH.
 • Raise awareness of the impacts of climate change on WCAH and hold the fossil fuel industry, governments, and 
other stakeholders accountable for their emissions and climate commitments.
 • Promote health workforce’s training on responding to climate emergencies, including by making climate change 
mandatory in health professional education curricula.
 • Work with governments and other stakeholders to reduce health-care system emissions and provide mental 
health services in climate responses, especially for young people.

Civil Society 
Organizations

 • Hold the fossil fuel industry and other stakeholders accountable for their emissions and commitments (e.g., through 
climate litigation, social media, and advocacy in the national and international arenas).
 • Amplify women’s, children’s and adolescents’ lived experiences and voices in the climate crisis.
 • Strengthen community awareness of the impacts of climate change on WCAH and the responses to build climate 
resilience and adaptation measures in primary health-care and community settings (including rehydration/first 
aid stations, ventilation systems, clean cooking, water storage, and other measures targeted for WCAH).
 • Apply to achieve accreditation as health implementing partners to climate funds (such as the Green Climate Fund).

Academic, 
Research and 
Training  
Institutes

 • Advance research on the intersectional impacts of climate change on women, children, and adolescents, 
especially in LMICs, and the health co-benefits of climate mitigation and adaptation, specifically for WCAH.
 • Increase interdisciplinary research on tailored WCAH climate adaptation approaches to inform policy making.
 • Ensure climate change is included in all school, university, and WCAH professional training curricula.

Adolescents  
and Youth

 • Join the 1.8 Billion Young People for Change campaign to mobilize actionable political and financial commitments 
for adolescents’ well-being and intergenerational justice.
 • Increase awareness amongst youth groups outside the health sector on the intersection of climate and WCAH.
 • Hold the fossil fuel industry and other stakeholders accountable for their emissions and commitments (e.g., 
through climate litigation, social media, and advocacy in national and international arenas). Ph
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https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240081888
https://www.greenclimate.fund/document/sectoral-guide-health-wellbeing
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240081888
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https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/33051380/
https://www.1point8b.org/

