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Heat Singes the Mind, Not Just the Body

Hot weather can destabilize mood, exacerbate mental health
disorders and complicate drug treatment. Climate change

itself is a stressor, scientists say.

An unhoused person trying to stay cool during a heat wave in Phoenix last month, where
temperatures remained above 110 degrees Fahrenheit for a record 31 consecutive days.
Credit...Patrick T. Fallon/Agence France-Presse — Getty Images

By Apoorva Mandavilli, Aug. 10, 2023

If you find that the blistering, unrelenting
heat is making you anxious and irritable,
even depressed, it’s not all in your head.
Soaring temperatures can damage not just
the body but also the mind.

As heat waves become more intense, more
frequent and longer, it has become
increasingly important to address the impact
on mental health, scientists say.

“It’s really only been over the past five years
that there’s been a real recognition of the
impact,” said Dr. Joshua Wortzel, chair of
the American Psychiatric Association’s
committee on climate change and mental
health, which was set up just two years ago.

“Our understanding of the basic biology of
why this association exists is still in its
infancy,” he added.
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High temperatures are strongly
associated with anincrease in suicides,
researchers have found. Heat has been
linked to a rise
in violent crime and aggression, emergency r
oom visits and hospitalizations for mental
disorders, and deaths — especially among
people  with schizophrenia, = dementia,
psychosis and substance use.

For every 1 degree Celsius (or 1.8 degrees
Fahrenheit) increase in temperature,
scientists have estimated that there is a
nearly 5 percent increasein the risk of
death among patients with psychosis,
dementia or substance use.

Researchers have reported a 0.7
percent increase in suicides linked to rising
temperatures, and about a 4 percent to 6
percent increase in interpersonal violence,
including homicides.

Heat not only fuels feelings like irritability
and anger, but also seems to exacerbate
mental __illnesses, such as anxiety,
schizophrenia and depression. Older
adults, adolescents and people with pre-
existing mental illnesses are particularly
vulnerable, as are people who do not have
housing or are of lower socioeconomic status.

A landmark study last year analyzed data on
more than two million people with private
insurance and found that emergency
department visits for mental illnesses were
significantly higherduring the five or six
hottest days of summer, compared with the
coolest days of the same season.

The increase was greater in northern parts of
the United States, perhaps because these
areas are less prepared to cope with heat
waves than places like the Southwest, said
Amruta Nori-Sarma, an environmental
epidemiologist at Boston University School
of Public Health, who led the study.

Scientists have coined the term “climate
distress” to describe the multitude of
feelings triggered by the environmental
changes appearing around us: anxiety,
terror, sadness, shame, guilt. Credit..Matt
York/Associated Press

The gap was evident across a range of mental
health conditions, including mood and
anxiety  disorders, stress disorders,
schizophrenia, substance use disorders and
self-harm. “Extreme heat is an external
stressor that seems to be exacerbating
people’s mental health symptoms,” Dr. Nori-
Sarma said.

The effect is likely to be even more
pronounced among people with limited or
no insurance coverage or who are
experiencing homelessness, she added.

The Far-Reaching Effects of
Extreme Heat

e Disrupting the New School Year: A late-
summer heat wave prompted several
schools across the United States to cancel
classes or send students home early,
underscoring how ill-prepared many
districts are to cope with a hotter world.

o A Suffocating Humidity: The American
South knows all about hot, sticky
summers. But this year, the humidity has
been relentless.
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e A Tree Evangelist: An 82-year-old
Connecticut man is on a mission to
convince his neighbors that they need
trees to help combat summer heat. [t's not
always so easy.

o Tourists’ Struggles: Travelers are
flocking to Europe this summer, but the
heat is putting a crimp in their plans.
Some are taking measures to stay cool,

even if it means running up against
cultural norms.

Scientists have proposed various biological
explanations for the connection between
soaring temperatures and mental health
disorders. At least some of these illnesses
may have a simple origin: disrupted sleep.

Room temperature needs to dip below 68
degrees for a comfortable rest. On warmer
nights, people fall asleep later and wake up
earlier, and the quality of their sleep is
poorer.

Days or weeks of sleeping in overly warm
rooms can not only exacerbate chronic
conditions like diabetes and heart disease,
but also negatively affect psychiatric
disorders, suicide

risk, memory, mood and cognitive function.

Older adults and women are more likely to
be affected: One study found that sleep loss
among older adults is about twice as high as
among younger people.

Some mental health problems may be an
extension of physical issues. On a recent
afternoon, Dr. Asim Shah, a psychiatrist at
Baylor College of Medicine in Houston,
found that nearly every patient’s pulse or
heart rate was higher than it had been three
months earlier.

“That increase in your heart rate can
increase your anxiety,” Dr. Shah said. “So
heat causes a lot of physical changes, which

leads to a lot of emotional and mental
changes.”

Serotonin, a neurotransmitter linked to
mood, anxiety and depression, also regulates
the body’s ability to sense temperature.
Increased sunlight and heat can raise
serotonin levels and may lead to mood
swings, aggression and irritability. A range
of widely used drugs — including antibiotics,
beta blockers, some antidepressants and
antihistamines — also affect the body’s
ability to sense and regulate body
temperature.

Medications prescribed for schizophrenia,
depression and  bipolar  disorder,
including widely used lithium, impair the
body’s ability to sweat and cool itself.
Extreme heat and sweating can concentrate
levels of lithium in the body to toxic levels,
and can lead to serious physical and mental
problems and even death, Dr. Shah said.

“We need to prepare our patients who take
these medicines, which interact with
sunlight,” he added. “Physicians also need to
be more aware.”
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Other drugs suppress thirst and can result in
dangerous levels of dehydration. Alcohol,
caffeine and some medications that increase
urine output can also lead to dehydration,
mental problems and confusion.
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And there are indirect routes through which
high temperatures can affect mental health,
according to Dr. Wortzel. In hot weather,
some crops absorb less zinc, iron and other
micronutrients. Deficiencies of those
nutrients can have psychiatric
consequences, including
neurodevelopmental disorders.

Rising temperatures are expanding the
reach of disease vectors, like ticks, that carry
pathogens that may cause psychiatric and
neurological symptoms. Heat also increases
allergens and pollutants, and worsens air
quality, which alone can trigger anxiety and
depression.

Heat is only one aspect of climate change,
and its immediate effect on mental health
can be difficult to extricate from emotions
regarding the larger existential threat.

Last year, the Intergovernmental Panel on
Climate Change warned that rising
temperatures, displacement, famine and
economic and social losses would lead to
deep anxiety, grief and stress. Children,
adolescents, older adults and those with
chronic health problems are particularly
vulnerable, the report cautioned.

“The heat has very profound effects,” said
Dr. Robert Bright, a psychiatrist at Mayo
Clinic. This summer, Phoenix, where Dr.
Bright is based, experienced temperatures
above 110 degrees Fahrenheit for a record 31
consecutive days.

“People get very overwhelmed and worried
about this,” he added.

Scientists have coined the term “climate
distress” to describe a multitude of feelings
triggered by the environmental changes
appearing around us: anxiety, terror,
sadness, shame, guilt. Those who already
have anxiety or are depressed may have an
even more difficult time coping.

“It is unfortunately true that this may be the
coolest summer for the rest of our lives,
which is unsettling to reckon with,” said Britt
Wray, the director of Stanford University’s
program on climate change and mental
health.

People often turn to cognitive behavioral
therapy, medications or other strategies to
cope with difficult emotions. But “when it
comes to the climate crisis, those
interventions fall apart, because the threat is
real,” not just a matter of perception, she
said.

Local governments can help people feel less
vulnerable and more empowered by
planning for long stretches of hot days.
Officials can provide information about the
nearest cooling rooms for people without
air-conditioning at home.

Dr. Wray said connecting to others with
similar worries and taking action at various
levels to forestall the worst outcomes can
also help alleviate climate distress.

“People in Phoenix, Ariz., have died just
from falling on the pavement and getting
third degree burns,” she noted. “That’s the
kind of thing that nightmares are made of.”

Apoorva Mandavilli is a reporter focused on science and global health. She was a part of the team
that won the 2021 Pulitzer Prize for Public Service for coverage of the pandemic. More about
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Dr. Wray said connecting to others with similar worries and taking action at various levels to
forestall the worst outcomes can also help alleviate climate distress.

“People in Phoenix, Ariz., have died just from falling on the pavement and getting third degree
burns,” she noted. “That’s the kind of thing that nightmares are made of.”
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