COMMENTARY

When Climate Change Shows Up in the Exam Room

Joanna G. Katzman, MD, MSPH, Stefan Wheat, MD, and Ann S. Christiano, MPAP

Climate change is considered one of the greatest threats to humanity and the most significant global
public health emergency of our lifetime. Millions of people from throughout the globe suffer and die
each year from degraded air quality, extreme heat, water and vector-borne diseases as well as the men-
tal health effects of climate change. Because clinicians are considered one of the most trusted sources
of climate information, they have a unique opportunity to communicate the many health-related effects
of climate change to their patients. It is important for clinicians to understand the most beneficial tech-
niques to use when communicating with patients who may need more information regarding climate
change and extreme weather events. These include 1) meeting patients where they are, 2) providing
patient education, and 3) telling authentic stories. Developing and delivering effective communication
strategies to our patients to prevent and prepare for climate-related health issues are paramount- if
we are to make meaningful progress. (J Am Board Fam Med 2023;00:000-000.)
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Introduction

As temperatures and sea levels rise, air quality
worsens, and weather events become more
extreme, climate change is showing up in the ex-
amination room. Doctors and other health profes-
sionals are recognizing that more and more of
their patients’ symptoms may be a direct result of
climate change. These include heat-related cardi-
ovascular events, water and vector-borne diseases,
asthma triggered by red tide blooms or repeated
wildfire exposures, and mental health effects in
young adults. Preventing health-related effects of
climate change and preparing for increasing
weather-related emergencies requires education

and planning. Fortunately, health professionals
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are considered one of the most trusted sources of
climate information.'

The topic of climate communication is not new.
Between 2015 to 2022, the planet has experienced
the 8 hottest years on record and the mean global
temperature has increased by more than 1 degree C
since the preindustrial era.” It is time for clinicians to
speak to their patients about the health-related effects
of climate change.

Climate change is one of the many emotion-
ally-laden topics not easy for clinicians to discuss
with their patients—especially when they are just
learning about the topic themselves.” There is
significant misinformation and disinformation
about climate change, and many patients may not
fully understand the relevance to their own
health.* The effects of climate change do not dis-
criminate between people who believe in it and
those who do not. Thus, when a clinician talks to a
patient about how climate change may be affecting
their health, he/she may be in for a challenging
conversation.

Doctors and other health professionals who
want to help their patients prepare and plan for the
increasingly perceptible effects of the environment
also need tangible communication skills. In a recent
global survey taken by 4654 health professionals,
69% of those surveyed said they needed more train-
ing in climate communication.’
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Just as they do in other areas of their practice,
health professionals can counter misinformation and
distrust with science. Using skills and tools rooted in
the science of what makes people listen, recall and
act, clinicians can ensure that even patients who may
not believe in climate change can still plan for and
mitigate its effects on their health.® Many patients do
notrecognize the relatonship between their climate-
related health symptoms and the environment.’
Even when they become aware, their perception of
risk is not as alarming to them as one would expect.”

This requires meeting patients where they are.
People seek affirmation, not information. Their
beliefs are shaped by their worldviews, moral val-
ues, and identities—none of which humans inter-
rogate or change.” That means that doctors and
other health professionals have to explain climate
change in ways that are genuine, meaningful, and
useful to their patients, without trying to get them
to change how they see the world-but they have a
head start.'>!" Every person comes into the exam-
ination room with a different lived experience.
Understanding the subjective experience of the
patient means treating them with a wide-open
health equity and environmental justice lens.
Their lived experience may include current and/
or historic (in)equities in health care and social,
and moral determinants of health, where poverty,
environmental exposures and health-related risks
are very high.'? In fact, studies show that vulnera-
ble populations already recognize their climate
risk to be higher than other populations.'®

However, it is not enough to simply be a trusted
messenger. 1o build on that strength, clinicians need to
use proven strategies regarding climate communication
that can move people to understanding and action.'"'*

Meet the Patient Where They Are While
Providing Value

While it’s unrealistic to try to change someone’s beliefs
in a 15-minute visit, clinicians, especially those in pri-
mary care, can focus on how the tangible effects caused
by climate change are affecting patients directly."” This
means, working with patents to create a plan that will
help them stay in control of their health. Unlike the
COVID-19 pandemic, the climate crisis does not have
vaccines to prevent this humanitarian emergency. One
example is the growing number of days when the air
quality in the US is harmful to one’s health. Wildfire
smoke caused by the countless fires in North America

due to extreme drought and heat can travel hundreds,
even thousands of miles.'® Although some face masks
may protect one from the particulate matter so deleteri-
ous to pulmonary function, the countless other chronic
effects of this slow-moving planetary crisis affecting our
most vulnerable are less easy to mitigate. This includes
people experiencing homelessness and subject to
extreme heat, those without easy access to health
care, and many other social and environmental deter-
minants of health. Thus, when climate change shows
up in the exam room, clinicians need communication
skills they did not learn in medical school.

Provide Patient Education

Clinicians may benefit from virtual learning com-
munities, such as Project ECHO’s Climate Change
and Human Health (Climate ECHO) program, or
the Medical Climate Change Consortium.'”'®
Communities of practice increase knowledge, con-
fidence, and communication skills while boosting
advocacy among like-minded colleagues.'” And,
not only do telementoring programs and virtual
courses reduce the carbon footprint as compared
with traveling to off-site regional and international
conferences, but most offer continuing medical

1.2% Clinicians can learn in

education credits as wel
an interprofessional environment that is easily ac-
cessible to them, and then can readily transmit the
information to their patients and community.

In addition, there are a wealth of climate-related
education tools that patients can use on their com-
puter and even on their smart phones. Clinicians now
have the capability to educate patients on real-time
heat, air quality and extreme weather events.*'™’
ClimateRx, a badge enabled campaign, is another
patient education tool that addresses the primary
barriers to clinical engagement on climate and
health. ClimateRx badges, worn by clinicians and
public health professionals, prompt patients to ask
questions and make connections to already famil-
iar problems, such as asthma and allergies, while
simultaneously linking people to information on how
they can act.”* Peters et al, posits 11 evidence-based
strategies for communicating health-related impacts
of climate change on human health."* These not
only include the recommendations above, but also
emphasize the importance of “using emotions, visual
images, and using subtle, but powerful language
choices.”
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Tell Stories

Well-told stories by doctors are associated with much
credibility.”” Perhaps this is a story of a colleague who
almost suffered heat exhaustion because she did not
have enough fluids with her during a long summer
hike, or a tribal member who was grateful to have an
evacuation kit ready when the Hermits Peak Fire in
Northern New Mexico forced his Pueblo to evacuate
last summer.” It is important to inspire hope and acti-
vation, rather than fear.?® If so, clinician/; patient con-
versations can be met with excitement and a call to
action. The collective action of health professionals
to move the narrative on climate change has the
potential to catalyze the paradigm shift necessary to
protect the health of people and communities.*”

Conclusion
Health care professionals are doing their best to
keep up with the clinical and educational demands
of building preprofessional and postlicensure educa-
tion on climate and health, health care sustainabil-
ity, disaster preparedness, environmental health,
and health equity. Developing and delivering effec-
tive communication strategies for our patients is
priceless if we are to make meaningful climate change
progress.”®

Most clinicians are not naturally gifted commu-
nicators. Few people are. Becoming skilled at this
approach requires intention and practice. But just as
dealing with the health consequences of climate
change will require new behaviors of our patients, it
also requires more of us. As clinicians, we too need
to change our behavior and embrace the role we can
take in preparing our fellow humans for one of the
most profound crises the planet has faced. It is time
that clinicians prioritize climate and health commu-
nication- so patients can better plan for extreme
weather events and learn to identify and manage cli-
mate-related health symptoms and illnesses.

The authors would like to acknowledge Chamron Martin and
Briana Kazhe-Dominguez for their support on this article prep-
aration and the Climate Change and Human Health ECHO
program.

To see this article online, please go to: bttp://jabfm.org/content/
00/00/000.full.
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