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Climate change poses a multifaceted threat to human health, exacerbating existing
vulnerabilities and creating new challenges worldwide [1]. From extreme weather
events to shifting disease patterns, the impacts of climate change are deeply
intertwined with public health [2]. Vulnerable populations, including low-income
communities, marginalized groups, and regions with limited resources, bear the
brunt of these consequences. Amidst this complexity, social and behavior change
communication emerges as a crucial tool for addressing the intersecting issues of
climate change, health and vulnerability [3—5]. EACH: International Association for
Communication in Healthcare is a not-for-profit charitable organization that provides
opportunities for international network- ing and sharing of expertise in healthcare
communication teaching, research, policy and practice. EACH is a global community
of practice with a mission to support the development of effective patient-centered
communication in countries across the world. EACH recognizes that climate change
is a real threat to people around the world and particularly the most vulnerable
members of our communities and is committed to implementing practices to
minimize the environmental impact of its activities. In this essay, EACH explores the
significance of social and behavior change communication in enhancing resilience
and mitigating the adverse health effects of climate change, with a focus on its role in
fostering adaptive behaviors, building community resilience and promoting

sustainable policies.

Understanding climate change, health, and vulnerability

Climate change manifests through various mechanisms, including rising
temperatures, altered precipitation patterns and increased frequency of extreme
weather events such as hurricanes, floods and droughts. These changes disrupt
ecosystems, alter vector-borne disease transmission patterns, compromise food and
water security and exacerbate air pollution, among other consequences. The
resulting health impacts range from heat-related illnesses and respiratory problems
to malnutrition and infectious diseases [6].

Vulnerable populations, including children, the elderly, people with pre-existing
health conditions and those living in poverty or marginalized communities, face
disproportionate risks. Socioeconomic factors such as limited access to healthcare,

inadequate infrastructure and social inequalities exacerbate their vulnerability. For



instance, communities in low-lying coastal areas are more susceptible to flooding
and storm surges, while urban populations experience the urban heat island effect,

amplifying heat-related health risks.

The role of social and behavior change communication
Social and behavior change communication plays a pivotal role in addressing the
interconnected challenges of climate change, health and vulnerability by facilitating
the adoption of adaptive behaviors, fostering community resilience and influencing
policy decisions.
Social and behavior change communication (SBCC):
‘is premised on the assumption that individual behaviors need to be
understood and tackled within an ecological framework, from interpersonal
relations to the policies, cultural norms, and values that shape the world in
which individuals live. SBCC plays an important role in introducing and

maintaining desired health behaviors and norms.’ [7]

What is social and behavior change communication?
Social and behavior change communication uses communication strategies that are
based on behavior and social science to positively influence knowledge, attitudes
and social norms among individuals, institutions and communities [8].
The foundation of social and behavior change communication focuses on a
collection of approaches and tools informed by behavioral and social theories to
construct a basis for designing public health interventions. It is a widely recognized
approach utilized within a variety of challenging areas addressing key global health
challenges (e.g. public health, education, sanitation).
The overall aims are to:
e Encourage change in people’s understanding of health-related issues, social
attitudes and behaviors.
» Use interventions to bring about desired behavior change and enable
improved health outcomes [8].
Within this multi-layered approach it is important to recognize key points relating to:

¢ Intended audiences.



« Engagement of local communities and stakeholders.

o Implementation of tailored approaches.

o Dissemination of information through appropriate communication channels.
Channels of communication can vary and incorporate:.

e Interpersonal communication.
e Use of media platforms (e.g. radio broadcasting, social media, traditional
media, messaging).

e Community/social mobilization [9].
Rapidly evolving technology has increased the reach of social and behavior change
communication to more remote populations, and this wide dissemination enables
change in knowledge and attitudes on a larger scale [10]. Research has identified
that it is imperative that health professionals who are involved in designing and/or
implementing communication interventions have the relevant expertise, allowing

them to effectively design, deliver, implement and evaluate the intervention.

Fostering adaptive behaviors

In the instance of climate change-related efforts, social and behavior change
communication interventions leverage communication strategies to promote
individual and community-level actions that mitigate climate-related health risks. For
example, this may include raising awareness about heatwave preparedness
measures, such as staying hydrated, seeking shade and avoiding strenuous outdoor
activities during peak temperatures, as well as promoting the adoption and
sustainability of such behaviors. Similarly, social and behavior change
communication campaigns can encourage the use of mosquito repellents and bed
nets to prevent vector-borne diseases in regions experiencing shifts in disease

transmission patterns due to climate change [11,12].

Moreover, social and behavior change communication empowers communities to
adopt sustainable practices that reduce their carbon footprint and contribute to
climate resilience. For instance, promoting energy-efficient technologies, such as
solar panels and efficient cooking stoves, not only mitigates green-house gas
emissions but also improves indoor air quality and reduces respiratory illnesses [13—
15].



Building community resilience

Social and behavior change communication interventions can foster community
engagement and participatory approaches to resilience-building whilst
acknowledging the unique needs and strengths of diverse populations [16]. By
facilitating dialogue and knowledge-sharing, communication initiatives can empower
communities to identify local vulnerabilities, develop adaptive strategies and mobilize
resources effectively [17].

Community-based strategies, such as early warning systems for extreme weather
events and community gardens for food security, are often informed by social and
behavior change communication efforts that prioritize local knowledge and cultural
context, and focus on addressing social, political, and structural barriers to behavior
change. This contextual approach is critical in supporting communities already
challenged by health inequities due to social determinants of health [18]. These
initiatives not only enhance resilience to climate-related health threats but also

promote social cohesion and collective action.

Influencing policy and institutional change

Social and behavior change communication serves as a catalyst for policy advocacy
and institutional change, driving the adoption of evidence-based interventions and
sustainable policies at local, national, and global levels [19]. By mobilizing
stakeholders, generating evidence and amplifying voices from affected communities,
communication campaigns can influence decision-makers to prioritize climate-
resilient health systems, invest in infrastructure improvements and integrate climate

change adaptation into public health policies [20].

Furthermore, social and behavior change communication contributes to
mainstreaming climate change considerations across sectors, fostering
interdisciplinary collaboration and holistic approaches to addressing complex
challenges. By highlighting the interconnections between climate, health and social
justice, communication interventions promote equity-oriented policies that prioritize

the needs of vulnerable populations.



Case studies and best practices

Numerous case studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of social and behavior
change communication in addressing climate-related health challenges and

enhancing resilience in diverse contexts [21].

For example, the ‘Healthy Islands’ campaign in the Pacific region employs social and
behavior change communication to address the health impacts of climate change,
including vector-borne diseases, water scarcity and food insecurity [22]. By engaging
local leaders, leveraging traditional communication channels and integrating cultural
values into health promotion activities, the campaign has strengthened community

resilience and fostered sustainable behavior change across multiple islands [23,24].

A call to action from EACH

Despite its potential, social and behavior change communication faces several
challenges in addressing the nexus of climate change, health and vulnerability.
Limited funding, competing priorities and inadequate infrastructure pose barriers to
implementing comprehensive communication initiatives, particularly in resource-
constrained settings. Moreover, addressing cultural and linguistic diversity requires
tailoring communication strategies to diverse audiences, which may necessitate
additional resources and expertise. Also, there are challenges in evaluating complex

interventions in terms of direct and indirect impacts [7].

Looking ahead, there is a need for greater collaboration among stakeholders,
including governments, civil society organizations, academia and the private sector,
to scale up social and behavior change communication efforts and embed climate-
resilient health policies into mainstream practice. Investing in research and
innovation, harnessing digital technologies and strengthening community-led
approaches can enhance the effectiveness and sustainability of communication

interventions in tackling climate-related health challenges.

In summary, EACH believes that the intersecting issues of climate change, health
and vulnerability demand holistic and interdisciplinary approaches that prioritize
community engagement, behavior change and policy advocacy. Social and behavior
change communication emerges as a vital tool for promoting resilience, empowering
communities and catalyzing transformative change in the face of climate-related

health threats. By fostering adaptive behaviors, building community resilience and



influencing policy decisions, communication interventions can contribute to creating
healthier, more sustainable and equitable societies in a changing climate. As we
navigate the complexities of the climate crisis, social and behavior change

communication offers a pathway toward a more resilient and thriving future for all.
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