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Abstract
Climate change is increasingly recognized as a significant threat to child wellbeing, with growing evidence linking climate-related hazards to adverse psychological and social outcomes among children. While considerable attention has been given to the physical health impacts of climate change, limited research has focused on children with disabilities, particularly those with visual impairments. Children with visual impairments face unique challenges in accessing information, mobility, education and social support during climate-related disasters, making them especially vulnerable to psychological distress and social exclusion. This literature review synthesizes global evidence on the psychological and social vulnerabilities of children with visual impairments under climate change, drawing on studies from North America, Europe, Africa and Kenya. The review reveals that climate-related disasters contribute to anxiety, depression, trauma, reduced self-esteem, social isolation, educational exclusion and increased dependence on caregivers. Existing evidence further demonstrates that children with disabilities are frequently excluded from disaster risk reduction and climate adaptation initiatives, thereby exacerbating their vulnerability. Although studies specifically examining climate change and visual impairment remain limited, available literature suggests that climate-related disruptions amplify pre-existing psychosocial challenges experienced by visually impaired children. The review concludes by highlighting the need for disability-inclusive climate policies, accessible disaster preparedness systems, and targeted psychosocial support interventions in Kenya and other vulnerable regions.
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1. Introduction
Climate change has emerged as one of the most pressing global challenges of the twenty-first century. Rising temperatures, prolonged droughts, floods, storms, wildfires and other extreme weather events are increasingly affecting children's health, education and wellbeing worldwide. The Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) identifies children as one of the most vulnerable groups because of their developmental stage, dependence on caregivers and limited adaptive capacities (IPCC, 2023).
Recent evidence suggests that climate change affects children not only through direct physical exposure to disasters but also through indirect psychological and social pathways. Climate-related disruptions can contribute to anxiety, depression, trauma, displacement, educational interruption and social disintegration among young people (Clemens et al., 2022; Crandon et al., 2022). These impacts are often intensified among marginalized populations, including children with disabilities.
Globally, approximately 240 million children live with disabilities, many of whom face barriers in accessing education, healthcare, information and social participation (UNICEF, 2022). Among these children, those with visual impairments constitute a particularly vulnerable group because visual functioning is closely linked to environmental awareness, mobility, communication and independent participation in daily activities. During climate-related emergencies, these challenges may become more pronounced, increasing the risk of psychological distress and social exclusion.
Despite increasing recognition of disability-inclusive development, limited attention has been devoted to understanding how climate change affects the psychological and social wellbeing of children with visual impairments. Existing research primarily focuses on physical vulnerability, disaster mortality and access to services, leaving significant gaps in understanding psychosocial outcomes. This review therefore examines available literature on the psychological and social vulnerabilities experienced by children with visual impairments under climate change, beginning with global evidence and narrowing to Africa and Kenya.
2. Conceptual Perspectives
The Social Model of Disability provides a useful framework for understanding the experiences of children with visual impairments under climate change. According to this model, disability arises not only from an individual's impairment but also from societal and environmental barriers that restrict participation (Oliver, 1996). Climate-related disasters often expose and intensify such barriers through inaccessible warning systems, damaged infrastructure and exclusionary recovery processes.
The Vulnerability Framework further suggests that vulnerability is shaped by exposure to hazards, sensitivity to impacts and adaptive capacity (Adger, 2006). Children with visual impairments often experience heightened sensitivity to environmental disruptions because they rely heavily on stable routines, accessible information and support networks. Consequently, climate-related events may disproportionately affect their psychological and social wellbeing.
3. Psychological Vulnerabilities of Children with Visual Impairments under Climate Change
Climate Anxiety and Emotional Distress
Climate anxiety has become an increasingly prominent concern among children and adolescents globally. Climate anxiety refers to emotional distress arising from awareness of climate change and concerns about future environmental conditions. Crandon et al. (2022) argue that climate anxiety among young people is influenced by multiple factors, including family relationships, community resilience, media exposure and perceptions of future risk. Children and adolescents frequently report feelings of fear, uncertainty, helplessness, and sadness regarding climate change and its consequences.
For children with visual impairments, climate anxiety may be amplified by dependence on predictable environments for orientation and mobility. Climate-related disasters often alter familiar physical landscapes, making navigation more difficult and reducing feelings of security. Inaccessible climate information may further increase uncertainty and fear.
Research examining mental health among children with visual impairments consistently demonstrates elevated rates of emotional difficulties compared to sighted peers. A systematic review by Augestad (2017) found that children and young adults with visual impairments experienced significantly more emotional and psychological problems than those without visual impairments. The review identified increased vulnerability to anxiety, depression, and mood disorders across multiple countries.
Depression and Reduced Psychological Wellbeing
Visual impairment has long been associated with elevated risks of depression and reduced psychological wellbeing. Research suggests that barriers to participation, social exclusion, and dependence on others contribute to lower self-esteem and poorer emotional health among visually impaired children (Augestad & Elmer, 2017).)
Climate change may intensify these challenges through displacement, disruption of routines and loss of support systems. Extreme weather events frequently interrupt educational services, community programs, and rehabilitation services that support children with visual impairments. Such disruptions may contribute to feelings of loneliness, hopelessness, and emotional instability.
Recent systematic reviews have also found that children and young people with vision impairment experience lower quality of life and poorer mental health outcomes compared to their sighted peers. These vulnerabilities include difficulties related to emotional wellbeing, self-concept, and social participation.
Trauma and Post-Traumatic Stress
Climate-related disasters often expose children to traumatic experiences such as displacement, family separation, injury and loss of property. Research indicates that exposure to such events increases the risk of post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), anxiety disorders, and emotional distress among children and adolescents (Sharpe & Davison, 2022).
Children with visual impairments may experience additional trauma because they frequently encounter barriers in accessing emergency information and evacuation support. Ronoh, Gaillard, and Marlowe (2015) argue that children with disabilities are often excluded from disaster risk reduction initiatives, thereby increasing their psychological vulnerability during emergencies.
4. Social Vulnerabilities of Children with Visual Impairments under Climate Change
Social Isolation and Exclusion
Social interaction plays a critical role in child development. However, climate-related disasters often disrupt schools, community organizations, recreational activities and social networks. These disruptions can contribute to increased social isolation among children.
Studies indicate that children with visual impairments are already at heightened risk of loneliness and social withdrawal because of barriers to participation and communication. Climate-related displacement and educational disruption may therefore further weaken social connections and increase isolation. Research on psychological wellbeing among visually impaired children consistently highlights challenges related to social participation and peer relationships (Hickman et al., 2021).
Educational Exclusion
Education is one of the sectors most severely affected by climate change. Floods, storms, droughts, and heatwaves frequently damage schools, interrupt learning, and reduce access to educational resources. These impacts are particularly significant for children with visual impairments because they depend on specialized materials, assistive technologies, and trained support personnel.
Research in Sub-Saharan Africa indicates that children with visual impairments continue to face significant barriers to educational participation due to inadequate policies, limited resources, and social inequalities. Climate-related disruptions further compound these challenges, increasing the risk of educational exclusion and social marginalization (Velibanti et al. 2024)
Dependence on Caregivers
Climate-related emergencies often increase dependence on caregivers among children with visual impairments. Displacement, damaged infrastructure, and disrupted transportation systems may limit children's ability to navigate independently. Consequently, families may experience increased caregiving burdens during disasters.
Such pressures can contribute to family stress, reduced emotional support, and diminished opportunities for social participation. In turn, these factors may negatively affect children's psychological wellbeing and social development.
5. Evidence from America and Europe
Studies from North America and Europe provide important insights into the psychosocial impacts of climate change on children. Research following hurricanes, floods, and wildfires in the United States has documented increased anxiety, trauma, and educational disruption among children affected by disasters.
European studies similarly identify climate change as a significant threat to child mental health. Clemens et al. (2022) conclude that climate-related hazards pose substantial risks to children's psychological wellbeing through direct exposure to disasters and indirect exposure to environmental uncertainty.
Although relatively few studies focus specifically on visual impairment, existing evidence suggests that children with disabilities face heightened vulnerability due to barriers in accessing emergency information and support services. Research from New Zealand and other high-income countries demonstrates that children with disabilities are frequently excluded from disaster planning and preparedness activities despite possessing valuable knowledge and capacities (Steve et al. 2017)
6. Evidence from Africa and Kenya
Across Africa, climate change has intensified droughts, floods, food insecurity, and displacement. These challenges disproportionately affect children, particularly those with disabilities. Mental health research from low- and middle-income countries shows that climate-related disasters are associated with increased anxiety, depression, PTSD, and emotional distress among children (Isobel& Colleen, 2022). 
In Kenya, recurrent droughts and floods continue to disrupt education, healthcare, and social support systems. Children with visual impairments often face additional barriers because disability-inclusive climate adaptation measures remain limited. School closures, displacement, and economic hardship can reduce access to assistive devices, specialized educational services, and community support networks.
Although empirical studies specifically examining climate change and visual impairment in Kenya remain scarce, available evidence suggests that climate-related disruptions exacerbate existing social inequalities affecting children with disabilities. This highlights the urgent need for Kenyan researchers to generate disability-disaggregated climate data and to investigate psychosocial outcomes among visually impaired children.
7. Discussion
This review sought to examine the psychological and social vulnerabilities experienced by children with visual impairments under climate change, drawing on evidence from global, regional, and Kenyan contexts. The findings indicate that climate change is not merely an environmental challenge but also a significant psychosocial and social justice issue affecting vulnerable populations, particularly children with disabilities.
The literature consistently demonstrates that climate-related hazards such as floods, droughts, storms, heatwaves, and wildfires contribute to adverse psychological outcomes among children. Anxiety, depression, fear, emotional distress, trauma, and climate anxiety have emerged as recurring themes across studies conducted in North America, Europe, and Africa (Burke et al., 2018; Clemens et al., 2022; Crandon et al., 2022). While these effects are experienced by many children, visually impaired children appear to face heightened risks because climate-related disruptions affect their access to information, mobility, education, and social support systems.
The findings further reveal that climate change amplifies pre-existing vulnerabilities associated with visual impairment. Research has long established that children with visual impairments experience higher rates of emotional difficulties than their sighted peers due to barriers in participation, communication, and social interaction (Augestad, 2017). Climate-related disasters may intensify these challenges by disrupting familiar environments and reducing opportunities for independence and social engagement.
[bookmark: _Hlk233037163]One of the most significant psychological impacts identified in the literature is climate anxiety. Climate anxiety reflects concerns about environmental degradation and uncertainty regarding the future. Studies indicate that children and adolescents increasingly experience fear and helplessness regarding climate change (Hickman et al., 2021). For children with visual impairments, such concerns may be exacerbated by dependence on stable environments and limited access to accessible climate information.
The review also highlights trauma as a major consequence of climate-related disasters. Extreme weather events often result in displacement, educational interruption, loss of property, and disruption of social support systems. Such experiences increase the likelihood of post-traumatic stress symptoms and emotional distress among children (Sharpe & Davison, 2022). Children with visual impairments may experience additional trauma because they often encounter barriers in accessing emergency information and evacuation support.
Social vulnerabilities were similarly evident across the reviewed studies. Climate-related disruptions frequently contribute to social isolation, educational exclusion, reduced participation and increased dependence on caregivers. These outcomes are particularly concerning because social connectedness plays a critical role in child development and psychological wellbeing.
Educational disruption emerged as a key mechanism through which climate change affects visually impaired children. Schools provide not only academic instruction but also social interaction, emotional support, and opportunities for participation. Climate-related school closures therefore have implications extending beyond learning outcomes. For children with visual impairments who depend on specialized educational resources and support services, educational interruptions may contribute to social exclusion and reduced wellbeing.
The findings also support the Social Model of Disability, which emphasizes that disability-related disadvantages often arise from societal and environmental barriers rather than impairments themselves (Oliver, 1996). Many challenges experienced by children with visual impairments during climate-related disasters stem from inaccessible communication systems, inadequate infrastructure, exclusionary policies, and limited disability-inclusive planning.
The review further demonstrates significant geographical disparities in research. While studies from North America and Europe increasingly recognize the psychosocial dimensions of climate change, evidence from Africa remains limited. In Kenya, specifically, very few studies have directly examined the psychological and social consequences of climate change for children with visual impairments. This gap limits the development of evidence-based interventions and policies tailored to local contexts.
Overall, the findings suggest that climate change interacts with disability-related barriers to create compounded vulnerabilities that threaten the wellbeing, inclusion, and development of children with visual impairments.
8. Implications for Policy and Practice
The findings of this review have important implications for policymakers, educators, healthcare providers, humanitarian organizations, and disability advocates.
Disability-Inclusive Climate Governance
Governments should ensure that disability inclusion becomes a central component of climate adaptation and disaster risk reduction policies. Children with visual impairments and their families should be actively involved in climate planning processes to ensure that interventions address their specific needs and experiences.
National climate policies should incorporate disability-sensitive indicators and monitoring mechanisms to assess the effectiveness of adaptation measures among vulnerable populations.
Accessible Disaster Preparedness and Early Warning Systems
The literature highlights persistent barriers to accessing climate information and emergency communication. Disaster preparedness systems should therefore be designed to accommodate diverse communication needs.
Accessible strategies may include:
· Audio-based early warning systems.
· Mobile phone alerts compatible with screen readers.
· Braille disaster preparedness materials.
· Community-based support networks.
· Inclusive emergency response training.
Such measures can enhance safety and reduce anxiety among children with visual impairments and their families.
Strengthening Inclusive Education Systems
Climate-resilient education systems are essential for promoting continuity of learning among children with visual impairments. Governments and educational institutions should invest in:
· Digital accessible learning resources.
· Climate-resilient school infrastructure.
· Emergency education plans.
· Teacher training on disability-inclusive disaster response.
· Provision of assistive technologies during emergencies.
These interventions can minimize educational disruption and support social inclusion.
Psychosocial Support Services
Mental health support should be integrated into climate adaptation and disaster recovery programs. Children with visual impairments require targeted psychosocial interventions that address anxiety, trauma, grief, and social isolation associated with climate-related disasters.
Community-based counselling programs, peer support groups, and school-based mental health services can help strengthen resilience and coping capacities.
Strengthening Family and Community Support
Families play a central role in supporting children with visual impairments. Climate adaptation programs should therefore provide resources and training that help caregivers support children's emotional wellbeing during emergencies.
Community organizations and disability groups can also contribute to building social support networks and promoting inclusion.
9. Recommendations
Based on the findings of this review, several recommendations are proposed.
Policy Recommendations
1. Mainstream disability inclusion within national climate adaptation and disaster risk reduction frameworks.
2. Develop disability-sensitive climate policies that explicitly address the needs of children with visual impairments.
3. Allocate adequate funding for disability-inclusive climate adaptation initiatives.
4. Strengthen legal protections promoting the participation of children with disabilities in climate decision-making processes.
Educational Recommendations
1. Establish climate-resilient inclusive education systems.
2. Ensure continuity of learning through accessible digital platforms during climate-related disruptions.
3. Increase investment in assistive technologies and accessible educational resources.
4. Train educators in disability-inclusive emergency preparedness and psychosocial support.
Mental Health Recommendations
1. Integrate mental health services into disaster preparedness and response programs.
2. Develop climate-related psychosocial support interventions specifically targeting children with disabilities.
3. Promote community-based resilience-building initiatives.
4. Strengthen school counselling services in climate-vulnerable regions.
10. Conclusion
Climate change represents one of the most significant threats to children's wellbeing in the contemporary world. This review demonstrates that children with visual impairments experience unique psychological and social vulnerabilities that are often overlooked in climate research, policy, and practice.
Evidence from America, Europe, Africa, and Kenya indicates that climate-related hazards contribute to anxiety, depression, trauma, climate anxiety, social isolation, educational exclusion, and increased dependence on caregivers. These outcomes are not solely a consequence of environmental hazards but are also shaped by systemic barriers that limit access to information, services, and participation.
The review further reveals that children with visual impairments are frequently excluded from climate adaptation planning and disaster risk reduction initiatives despite facing disproportionate risks. Such exclusion undermines resilience and perpetuates social inequalities.
In Kenya, where climate-related disasters continue to increase in frequency and severity, the psychosocial needs of children with visual impairments require urgent attention. Strengthening disability-inclusive climate governance, accessible disaster preparedness systems, inclusive education, and psychosocial support services will be critical for enhancing resilience among this vulnerable population.
Future climate adaptation efforts must move beyond a narrow focus on physical vulnerability and recognize the broader psychological and social dimensions of climate change. Addressing these dimensions is essential not only for protecting children with visual impairments but also for advancing climate justice, social inclusion, and sustainable development.
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