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Climate change is intensifying the frequency and severity of weather- and cli-
mate-related hazards worldwide, with Southern Africa experiencing particu-
larly acute and unevenly distributed impacts. Despite contributing minimally to 
global greenhouse gas emissions, countries in the region face escalating bur-
dens, including food and water insecurity, health system strain, and climate-
induced displacement. Adolescents and young people are disproportionately 
affected, as climate shocks intersect with developmental, socioeconomic and 
structural inequalities, increasing risk to health, sexual and reproductive health 
and rights (SRHR), education and gender equality. Yet these intersections remain 
underexplored in climate research and policy. Using an adapted socio-ecolog-
ical framework that combines Bronfenbrenner’s model with the WHO opera-
tional framework for climate-resilient health systems, this study analyses climate 
change as a systemic disruptor that amplifies existing inequalities related to SRHR, 
gender and education in Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia. From a youth-cen-
tred, we combine a targeted literature and policy review with six sense-making 
and validation workshops, involving 88 youth advocates, and 15 semi-structured 
expert interviews. This design generates context-specific, stakeholder-validated 
evidence on cumulative climate impacts and implementation gaps across sec-
tors. Findings show that climate-related disruptions to infrastructure, services 
and livelihoods compound pre-existing vulnerabilities, undermining access to 
SRHR services and education, reinforcing gendered risks and intensifying exclu-
sion among marginalised youth. Climate change is increasing the risk of key 
SRHR issues, such as early marriage and teenage pregnancy, fragilizing education 
systems and opportunities with disrupted learning environments and increas-
ing levels of gender-based, child violence and mental health concerns. Climate 
impacts on adolescents and young people are cumulative and mutually reinforc-
ing, requiring coordinated, intersectoral and gender-transformative responses 
rather than fragmented, short-term interventions. Meaningful participation of 

https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/climate
https://www.frontiersin.org
http://crossmark.crossref.org/dialog/?doi=10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268&domain=pdf&date_stamp=2026-05-08
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/climate
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/climate#editorial-board
https://www.frontiersin.org/journals/climate#editorial-board
https://doi.org/10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268
mailto:a.karam@kit.nl
https://doi.org/10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268/full
https://www.frontiersin.org/articles/10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268/full


Karam et al.� 10.3389/fclim.2026.1792268

Frontiers in Climate 02 frontiersin.org

adolescents and young people emerges as both a rights-based obligation and a 
practical condition for effective and equitable climate action.
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Introduction

Climate change is increasing the frequency and intensity of 
weather- and climate-related extremes across all regions of the world, 
resulting in widespread impacts on ecosystems and human societies 
(IPCC, 2023). Defined as long-term changes in climate attributable 
directly or indirectly to human activity that alter the composition of 
the global atmosphere (United Nations, 1992), climate change now 
constitutes a lived reality with profound social, economic and health 
consequences.

In Southern Africa, climate-related hazards such as floods, 
droughts, and cyclones have intensified over recent decades, generat-
ing significant impacts on livelihoods, food and water security, health 
systems and population mobility (Mucherera and Mavhura, 2020; 
Orievulu et al., 2022; Rosen et al., 2021). These impacts interact with 
longstanding policy, infrastructure and social protection constraints, 
limiting populations’ adaptive capacity and amplifying their vulner-
ability. Although countries in the region contribute minimally to 
global greenhouse gas emissions, they experience a disproportionate 
share of climate-related harms, reflecting persistent and structural 
global inequities in exposure, responsibility and adaptive resources for 
climate change (Baschieri and Udeh, 2025; Ritchie, 2023).

While the effects of climate change on livelihoods and economic 
systems in Southern Africa are increasingly documented, its implica-
tions for adolescents and young people—particularly in relation to 
health, sexual and reproductive health and rights (SRHR), education 
and gender equality—remain underexamined in climate research and 
policy. In this paper, adolescents and young people refer to individuals 
aged 10–24 years, consistent with the World Health Organization 
(WHO) and United Nations frameworks that conceptualise adoles-
cence (10–19 years) and youth (15–24 years) as overlapping and inter-
connected life stages (United Nations, 2013; World Health 
Organization, 2014; Sawyer et al., 2018). For readability, the term 
young people is used throughout this paper to refer to this combined 
age group, unless otherwise specified. Young people are at a critical life 
stage in which climate-related disruptions actively intersect with phys-
iological development, social transitions and structural inequalities, 
including poverty, gender norms and disability (Azan et al., 2025; 
Burns and Mutunga, 2024; Mucherera and Mavhura, 2020). Climate 
shocks can disrupt access to SRHR services and education through 
damage to infrastructure, displacement, service interruptions and 
shifting household and institutional priorities, with potential long-
term consequences for wellbeing and life trajectories (Burns and 
Mutunga, 2024).

Despite extensive scientific evidence and international commit-
ments, global greenhouse gas emissions remain high, and climate-
related health risks continue to escalate (Romanello et al., 2024). The 
magnitude of impacts experienced by current and future generations 
will depend heavily on near-term policy choices, underscoring the 
urgency of effective and equitable climate action (IPCC, 2023). 
Climate risks are unevenly distributed and intensified by intersecting 

forms of marginalisation linked to gender, age, income, disability, 
place and colonial legacies (IPCC, 2023). Climate justice provides an 
analytical framework for understanding these dynamics by fore-
grounding how social, economic and historical inequalities shape dif-
ferential exposure, vulnerability and capacity to respond (Djoudi et 
al., 2016; Sultana, 2022).

From a policy perspective, these dynamics point to the need for 
localised, gender-transformative and youth-participatory approaches 
that address climate change as a cross-sectoral challenge rather than a 
standalone environmental issue (Baschieri and Udeh, 2025; Tanner et 
al., 2022; YLABS, 2025a). However, empirical evidence that links cli-
mate impacts on young people across health, SRHR, education and 
gender—and that is grounded in both policy analysis and lived experi-
ence—remains limited.

This paper addresses this gap by analysing climate change as a 
cross-sectoral disruptor affecting adolescents’ and young people’s 
SRHR, education and gender equality in Malawi, Mozambique and 
Zambia and touches upon policy-relevant resilience pathways to 
inform integrated climate action. Using a youth-centred design, we 
combine a targeted literature and policy review with sense-making 
and validation workshops with youth advocates and semi-structured 
interviews with key stakeholders. This approach enables the identifica-
tion of cumulative and interconnected climate impacts, while generat-
ing decision-relevant insights for adaptation, health, education and 
social protection policy. These voices can also push forward new and 
radical understandings and methods to address the crisis.

Background

This study was conducted under the Break Free! (BF!) pro-
gramme, which aimed to strengthen the SRHR of adolescents and 
young people aged 10–24 while promoting gender equality and access 
to quality education. Between 2021 and 2025, the programme oper-
ated in nine Sub-Saharan African countries, including Malawi, 
Mozambique and Zambia. Research within the Break Free! consor-
tium was focused on understanding young people’s SRHR needs, 
access to education and SRHR information, and their role in advocacy. 
Over the years, insights from regional learning processes within Break 
Free! highlighted growing concern among youth and practitioners 
regarding how climate change is reshaping SRHR, education and 
gender outcomes for young people in Southern Africa.

Study focus: climate impacts in Malawi, 
Mozambique and Zambia

Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia are among the countries in 
Southern and Eastern Africa most vulnerable to climate change, 
reflecting high exposure to climate hazards combined with limited 
adaptive capacity. According to the 2025 ND-GAIN Index, Malawi 
ranks 169 of 187 countries, Mozambique 156, and Zambia 130, 
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highlighting substantial structural vulnerability across the region 
(ND-GAIN, 2025). Climate risks are further compounded by long-
standing development challenges, environmental degradation and a 
strong reliance on climate-sensitive sectors such as agriculture (IPCC, 
2023; ND-GAIN, 2025).

Across the three countries, the frequency and severity of extreme 
weather events, including droughts, floods, cyclones and extreme tem-
peratures, have increased markedly over the past decades. Since 1980, 
Malawi has recorded over 50 hydro-meteorological disasters—including 
floods, storms, droughts, and landslides—affecting millions (USAID, 
2013). Cyclonic activity has intensified since 2012, culminating in 
Cyclone Freddy in 2023, which caused widespread loss of life, displace-
ment and infrastructure damage through widespread flooding and mud-
slides (Department of Climate Change and Meteorological Services, 
2023; Government of Malawi, 2023; UNDP, n.d.). More than 2.2 million 
people in the southern part of the country were affected. The country has 
also seen temperatures rise +0.7 degrees higher than the long-term aver-
age (Department of Climate Change and Meteorological Services, 2023). 
Mozambique has experienced recurrent and increasingly destructive 
cyclones, with more than 20 events since 2019, resulting in substantial 
economic losses and disproportionate impacts on coastal and agricul-
tural regions (Dados Mundiais, 2025). According to the World Bank, the 
duration of the dry season in Mozambique has been increasing at a rate 
of 2.25 days per decade (World Bank Group, 2025). The country has 
experienced 117 natural hazard events between 1983 and 2023 (World 
Bank Group, 2025) Zambia has been particularly affected by recurrent 
droughts and floods, most recently experiencing its worst recorded 
drought during the 2023–2024 El Niño–driven farming season, with 
severe consequences for food security, energy supply and livelihoods 
(Kaoma-Sikaneta, 2020; Rosen et al., 2021; World Food Programme, 
2025). Zambia has also been susceptible to dry spells, seasonal and flash 
floods, and extreme temperatures. There have been more than 10 
extreme weather events in the country since 2000, while there were only 
five between 1980s and 2000 (Spahia, 2025).

Policy context in the three countries

Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia have adopted a wide range of 
national policies addressing climate change, health, youth, gender 
equality and education. Across these policy domains, climate change 
is increasingly recognised as a cross-cutting risk to social systems and 
vulnerable populations; however, explicit and systematic integration, 
particularly with SRHR for young people, remains uneven.

SRHR-specific policies in Malawi and Mozambique largely do not 
address climate change, although HIV-related and youth-focused 
health strategies acknowledge the impacts of climate-induced dis-
placement, emergencies and service disruptions on access to care 
(Government of Malawi, 2023; Ministry of Health, Mozambique, 
2014). Zambia shows comparatively stronger policy coherence, with 
recent reproductive and adolescent health policies explicitly linking 
climate change to SRHR risks, gender inequality and adolescent vul-
nerability, despite limited attention to SRHR within climate-focused 
frameworks such as National Adaptation Plans and Nationally 
Determined Contributions (NDCs) (Ministry of Health, Zambia, 
2022; NDC Partnership, 2023).

Youth policies across the three countries increasingly frame young 
people as agents of environmental protection and sustainable develop-
ment. Malawi’s and Zambia’s National Youth Policies explicitly prioritise 
climate action and youth participation, while Mozambique’s youth policy 

framework emphasises empowerment and participation in development 
processes but does not explicitly reference climate change, despite evi-
dence of youth-led climate engagement (Government of Malawi, 2023; 
Ministério da Educação e Desenvolvimento Humano – MINEDH, 2022; 
Government of Zambia, 2024).

Gender-responsive climate policy is most developed in Malawi and 
Mozambique, both of which have established frameworks recognising 
gender and, in Malawi’s case, reproductive health as cross-cutting climate 
vulnerability factors, reinforced through adaptation planning and emerg-
ing gender action plans (Government of Malawi, 2015, 2016, 2020; 
Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2010). Zambia similarly recognises the dispropor-
tionate impacts of climate change on women and girls and has adopted a 
Climate Change Gender Action Plan to mainstream gender across climate 
initiatives (Ministry of Gender for the Republic of Zambia, 2018, 2023).

Education policies in all three countries increasingly acknowledge 
climate change as a threat to education systems, particularly through 
infrastructure damage, service disruption and learner wellbeing. 
Malawi has adopted a more systematic approach through Climate 
Change Learning Strategies and education sector plans that integrate 
climate education and resilience across levels, while Mozambique and 
Zambia emphasise disaster preparedness, resilient school infrastruc-
ture and the continuity of education during climate shocks (Ministry 
of Forestry and Natural Resources, 2021; Ministry of Land and 
Environment, 2023; Ministry of Education, Zambia, 2022).

Methods

Conceptual framework

The conceptual framework (Figure 1) for this study was developed 
by the study team through an iterative process combining theory, evi-
dence, and emerging practice. It adapts Bronfenbrenner’s (1977) 
socio-ecological model and the WHO’s operational framework for 
building climate-resilient health systems (World Health Organization, 
2015), allowing for a multi-level analysis of the effects of climate 
change and connecting these to potential resilience pathways. The 
framework integrates five interrelated levels—individual, community, 
institutional, policy, and structural—highlighting how climate-related 
shocks and stresses influence adolescent and youth SRHR and wellbe-
ing, gender equality, and quality education across these domains.

Initial design was guided by a preliminary literature review that 
identified recurring themes and gaps at each level, informing the 
scope of the search strategy and the organisation of findings. This dual 
focus on effects and resilience enabled the framework to capture both 
vulnerabilities and adaptive capacities, with particular attention to 
youth agency, community systems, institutional functionality, policy 
integration, and broader structural dynamics. For the purpose of this 
article, we focus primarily on the effects rather than the resilience 
pathways. The latter are touched upon briefly in the discussion sec-
tion; the focus of the conceptual framework is on the effects.

Data collection and analysis

This study combined a literature and document review with a pri-
mary data collection component, including sense-making and valida-
tion meetings with Break Free! youth advocates and semi-structured 
expert interviews conducted in Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia. 
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The research team was co-led by three KIT Institute advisors, special-
ised in gender and SRHR, in collaboration with national researchers 
from the three study countries. The Dutch research institute advisors 
conceptualised and designed the study, and led the secondary data 
collection, while the national researchers focused on facilitating the 
sense-making and validation meetings and conducting primary data 
collection with experts in-country.

Through framework analysis, data from the literature and docu-
ment review were extracted using a structured tool aligned with the 
conceptual framework (Figure 1) guiding this study. Key findings 
related to the effects of climate change on youth SRHR, gender equal-
ity and education, as well as strategies contributing to climate resil-
ience. Thematic analysis was conducted to identify patterns, gaps, and 
cross-sectoral linkages. Specific attention was given to intersectional 
dimensions within both impact pathways and resilience-enhancing 
approaches. Draft findings were validated and enriched by in-country 
researchers to ensure contextual relevance and integration of local 
insights. Qualitative data from the key informant interviews and 
workshops were analyzed thematically using the study’s conceptual 
framework. Findings were triangulated with insights from the litera-
ture and document review to enhance the depth and credibility of the 
analysis. This approach allowed for the identification of cross-cutting 
themes, contextual nuances, and stakeholder priorities.

Literature review

Between April and June 2025, a structured literature review with 
a targeted scope was carried out to synthesise existing evidence on the 

intersections of climate change with SRHR, gender, and education, 
with a focus on Southern Africa. The review followed a systematic 
approach, including predefined search strategies, explicit inclusion 
criteria, and a two-stage screening process.

The review was conducted within the timeframe of the Break Free! 
Programme, which concluded in December 2025, and was designed 
to inform participatory workshops with young people prior to pro-
gramme closure. In this context, a targeted scope refers to the deliber-
ate prioritization of literature most relevant to the study’s thematic 
focus (climate, SRHR, gender, education), geographic scope, and pro-
gramme needs, rather than aiming for exhaustive coverage across all 
related domains.

In addition to the literature review, country-specific document 
reviews were undertaken for Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia to 
assess how these intersections are addressed within national policy 
and strategy frameworks. The literature review was complemented by 
sense-making and validation workshops with young people, and 
informed subsequent expert interviews. This iterative design sup-
ported the identification of key evidence gaps and strengthened the 
contextual relevance and interpretation of findings.

Search strategy and screening process

Two researchers from KIT Institute led the literature search using 
PubMed as the primary database. Search strategies were developed to 
capture key concepts across four elements: SRHR and gender-related 
outcomes, climate change and environmental stressors, youth and 
adolescents, and geographic focus, aligned with the different layers of 

FIGURE 1

Conceptual framework.
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the analytical framework. For each string of searches, the first 50 
results were screened against the inclusion criteria. Google Scholar 
was used to supplement database searches in areas where gaps were 
identified. Snowballing and targeted hand-searching were applied to 
ensure inclusion of key literature, particularly those cited in the origi-
nal concept note, that may not have appeared in formal database 
searches.

For the document review, global and regional documents were 
identified and reviewed by the KIT team, while national-level docu-
ments were identified and reviewed by in-country researchers in 
Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia. The national consultants also 
reviewed the national literature. Searches were conducted through 
government websites (e.g., Ministries of Health, Education, Gender, 
and Environment), regional bodies (e.g., SADC, African Union), UN 
agencies (e.g., UNFPA, UNICEF, UN Women, UNESCO, UNEP, 
UNFCCC, WHO, WPF), and selected civil society organisations (e.g., 
ARROW, YLabs, Women Deliver). The review included peer-reviewed 
scientific literature, grey literature with a research component, and 
relevant policy and strategic documents published between 2014 and 
2024. Sources were primarily in English, although country-specific 
grey literature in Portuguese (Mozambique) was also included. The 
articles had to be published within the last 10 years (2014–2024) and 
be written in the English language (with selected non-English grey 
literature where relevant). The scope of the articles selected was: peer-
reviewed journal articles or grey literature with a research component, 
climate-related policy and strategic documents, systematic reviews or 
meta-analyses, or studies with a specific focus on Southern Africa or 
studies addressing the impacts of or responses to climate change in 
relation to SRHR, gender, and/ or education.

The complete search word table is available in Appendix 1. For 
example, the string global general search was: (“sexual and reproduc-
tive health” OR “SRHR” OR “child marriage” OR “early marriage” OR 
“teenage pregnanc*” OR “unintended pregnanc*” OR “contraception” 
OR “FGM*” OR “menstrual health” OR “gender equality” OR “gender-
based violence” OR “GBV” OR “gender roles” OR “decision-making” 
OR “education” OR “school dropout” OR “school attendance” OR 
“school infrastructure” OR “SRGBV” OR “sexuality education”) AND 
((“climate change” OR “climate crisis” OR “environmental change” OR 
“climate variability” OR “extreme weather” OR “cyclone” OR “rainfall” 
OR “flooding” OR “draught” or “extreme heat” OR “sea level rise”) 
AND (“impact” OR “effect” OR “vulnerability” OR “risk” OR “shock” 
OR “stressor”)) AND (“youth” OR “young people” OR adolescent*) 
AND (“Global” OR “low and middle income” OR “LMIC” OR “Sub-
Saharan Africa*” OR “Africa” OR “systematic review” OR “meta-anal-
ysis” OR “scoping review”).

A total of 149 documents were retrieved. All results were dedupli-
cated, followed by a two-stage screening process—first by title and 
abstract, and then by full text—based on agreed inclusion criteria. A 
final total of 55 documents were reviewed, including 41 scientific 
articles and 14 sources from grey literature.

Youth sense-making and validation 
workshops

In each study country, two validation workshops of 2 days each 
were conducted with mixed-gender groups of approximately 15 youth 
advocates, comprising one urban and one rural workshop per country. 
The workshops aimed to share preliminary findings from the literature 
and document review, and to validate and contextualise these findings 

with youth perspectives. Workshops in Malawi were in English 
(Lilongwe) and in Chichewa (Machinga). In Zambia, workshops were 
conducted in English (Lusaka) and Chinyanja (a mix of English and 
Chichewa; Chipata). In Mozambique, sessions were held in 
Portuguese.

Youth participants were selected based on their age (under 30), 
their affiliation with the Break Free! programme, their demonstrated 
active involvement as youth advocates within the past 12 months, and 
ensuring a representation of diverse genders, including young women, 
men, and gender-diverse individuals. Under the Break Free! pro-
gramme, youth advocates are young people who are actively engaged 
in youth-led advocacy, peer education, or community mobilisation 
related to SRHR, gender equality and education. They work within 
their communities and networks to raise awareness, influence social 
norms and policies, and strengthen youth participation in decision-
making processes affecting their lives. The total of youth participants 
were as follows: 31 in Malawi (15 in Lilongwe, 16 in Machinga), 29 in 
Mozambique (14 in Nampula City, 15 in Nametil), and 27 in Zambia 
(13 in Lusaka, 15 in Chipata).

Each workshop, co-facilitated by national researchers and KIT 
advisors, included: a presentation of the literature and document 
review findings on the intersections between climate change, SRHR, 
gender and education; interactive group work, presentations and dia-
logue sessions to validate and complement key findings and explore 
context-specific experiences and priorities; and participatory activities 
(e.g., drawing, acting, dancing, video-making and making playdough 
creations) to co-create advocacy messages, strategies and knowledge 
products to use in consequent advocacy activities.

Expert interviews

Following the literature and document review, semi-structured 
interviews were conducted with five to six key stakeholders in each 
study country. Stakeholders were identified through the professional 
networks of the in-country leads, enabling the contextually informed 
selection of participants with expertise relevant to the study’s analyti-
cal focus on programme implementation and the evidence gaps iden-
tified in the literature review. National researchers conducted the 
interviews, both in-person and online, for approximately 60 min. The 
interviews explored perspectives on the review findings, policy imple-
mentation and climate-induced SRHR challenges, and potential 
solutions.

Participants were purposefully selected in consultation with the 
Break Free! country teams and the national researchers to ensure con-
textual relevance and diversity of perspectives, as well as to address 
gaps identified in the national document reviews. Recruitment was led 
by the national researchers through the established Break Free! pro-
gramme networks and partner organisations, with invitations issued 
to eligible youth advocates and stakeholders based on predefined 
inclusion criteria. Consequently, the sample was not intended to be 
representative and varied across the countries.

A total of 15 interviewees were included across the three coun-
tries, from Break Free! programme staff, representatives from other 
civil society organisations and UN agencies, climate and SRHR 
researchers, and relevant policy-makers. Two civil society representa-
tives were interviewed in Malawi and Mozambique, and three in 
Zambia. Further interviews consisted of one health service provider 
in Zambia, a UN agency representative in Mozambique and one aca-
demic expert in Malawi. Local, district, and national policy makers 
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were interviewed across the countries (two in Malawi and 
Mozambique, one in Zambia). Thus, there were five stakeholder inter-
views in each country. In combination with the youth validation work-
shops, there were 36 respondents in Malawi, 34 in Mozambique and 
33 in Zambia.

Ethics

The study received an ethical waiver from the KIT Research 
Ethics Committee (S-261) to conduct sense-making and validation 
workshops with youth advocates actively engaged in the Break 
Free! programme, as well as interviews with stakeholders partici-
pating in their professional capacity. Full informed consent proce-
dures were followed: informed consent was obtained from youth 
advocates and expert participants, while parental consent and 
participant assent were obtained for participants under the 
age of 18.

Results: effects of climate change on 
SRHR, gender and education

This section examines the effects of climate change on health, with 
a specific focus on SRHR, as well as on education and gender. The 
findings are primarily derived from the literature and document 
review and were subsequently validated and contextualised through 
the youth validation workshops in Malawi, Mozambique, and Zambia, 
alongside input from the expert interviews. The final subsection 
explores the interlinkages across these domains in greater depth.

Climate change and health, with a focus on 
SRHR

Disruption of health infrastructure and services

Studies highlight that climate-related hazards—including floods, 
droughts, heatwaves, and cyclones—cause widespread damage to 
health infrastructure, disrupting the delivery of essential services such 
as maternal health care, contraceptive provision, HIV prevention and 
treatment, emergency care, and, where legal, safe abortion services 
(Baschieri and Udeh, 2025; Logie et al., 2021; Mosadeghrad et al., 
2023; Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; Rosen et al., 2021; UNFPA and Queen 
Mary University of London, 2023; Women Deliver, 2021; YLABS, 
2025b; IPAS, 2022). Youth advocates and expert participants across 
countries corroborated these findings, emphasising that damage to 
roads, bridges and transport networks severely restricts access to SRH 
services, particularly in rural and flood-prone areas. Washed-out 
roads, impassable rivers, and destroyed transport routes prevent both 
service providers and community members from reaching health 
facilities. This was illustrated by an experience shared in Mozambique:

“Looking at Cyclone Jude (…), many roads were broken, and there 
was a lot of difficulty accessing the communities, which I believe 
affected access to sexual and reproductive health services, because 
we have many communities without health posts, which normally 
already makes access difficult. And when this cyclone came, it lim-
ited even more the access of families to health services.” (Civil soci-
ety representative, Mozambique)

The literature highlights that limited funding, insufficient infra-
structure and staffing, insufficient training on climate-related health 
risks, and weak emergency response capacity further compound the 
strain on health systems (Opoku et al., 2021). The youth advocates 
and experts further detailed this. In Zambia, young people described 
how a maternity ward in Chikando became unusable following cli-
mate-related damage, leading to an increase in home deliveries. In 
Malawi, a health facility supporting pregnant women was reportedly 
closed for an extended period, while in Mozambique, experts noted 
interruptions in access of children living with HIV to antiretroviral 
medication (ARVs) for children living with HIV when hospitals were 
forced to shut down during extreme weather events. Participants 
across contexts highlighted that damaged facilities were often not 
rebuilt or replaced promptly, resulting in prolonged service gaps. 
These disruptions are particularly consequential in settings where 
SRH services are already difficult to access due to logistical con-
straints, such as long distances to health facilities—estimated at 
approximately 15 kilometres on average in Mozambique—as well as 
social barriers, including stigma and taboos surrounding youth access 
to SRH services.

Interrupted supply chains and stockouts, 
workforce shortages and burnout

Climate-induced disruptions to supply chains frequently result in 
stockouts of essential SRH commodities, with family planning services 
particularly affected, including shortages of injectables, oral contra-
ceptives and emergency contraception (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; 
Rosen et al., 2021; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 
2023; YLABS, 2025b). Experts shared how these disruptions contrib-
ute to higher rates of contraceptive discontinuation and unplanned 
pregnancies, especially where free public services become inaccessible 
due to damaged infrastructure or transport systems:

“The health sector is one of the sectors that have been heavily hit 
by the effects of climate change here in the Eastern Province. Most 
of the people affected are young people. (…) The clinics are affected 
too. And because of that, the level of sexual activities has gone up. 
The shortage of condoms – it has hit a lot of health facilities also 
[concerning the stockout of] contraceptives." (Civil society repre-
sentative, Zambia)

The literature indicates that extreme weather events and deterio-
rating working conditions exacerbate health workforce shortages and 
burnout (Watts et al., 2018; YLABS, 2025b). These patterns were cor-
roborated by youth advocates in this study, who reported that health 
workers are frequently overwhelmed, insufficiently trained in climate-
responsive care, and required to operate in unsafe or unsanitary envi-
ronments during and after climate shocks.

“There are no nurses at the centre. And then someone who is not 
well-trained. But we are looking at that person. We are depending 
on that person. (…) So, there's someone who we are looking- 
untrained like [name of another peer in the workshop], having 
injectables and whatnot.” (Youth advocate, Lilongwe/Malawi)

While youth advocates in Mozambique did not consistently recall 
experiencing workforce shortages, other stakeholders in the country 
noted that staff assigned to Youth-Friendly Services are frequently 
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redeployed during emergencies, further reducing the availability of 
providers dedicated to youth-focused care.

Community norms around SRHR services during 
crisis

At the community level, the studies indicate that social norms and 
power relations shape SRHR decision-making and can intensify 
inequalities during climate-related disruptions. Persistent taboos 
around contraceptive use, safe abortion and post-abortion care dis-
courage women and girls from seeking professional health services 
during emergencies, contributing to reduced uptake of SRH services 
when access to care and information is most critical (Ray-Bennett et 
al., 2024). Environmental stressors may also influence reproductive 
intentions, with some women expressing a preference to delay or limit 
childbearing during periods of heightened uncertainty. This can 
increase demand for contraception—particularly long-acting meth-
ods—while stigma, service disruption and other structural barriers 
constrain access, resulting in a persistent mismatch between need and 
availability (Ray-Bennett et al., 2024; Rosen et al., 2021). These pat-
terns were corroborated by youth participants in Malawi and Zambia, 
who highlighted that climate-related disruptions undermine not only 
physical access to services but also trusted SRHR support structures, 
leading to losses in continuity of care where relationships with specific 
providers or youth-friendly services had been established. Similar dis-
ruptions were described in Mozambique, where the redeployment of 
Youth-Friendly Services staff during climate emergencies was reported 
to disrupt continuity of care.

Climate change increases the risks of key SRHR 
issues among young people

The literature indicates that climate change affects a wide range of 
SRHR outcomes, including adverse pregnancy and maternal health 
outcomes; women’s fertility; increased vulnerability to HIV and other 
sexually transmitted infections (STIs), unsafe sexual practices; teenage 
pregnancy, child marriage and female genital mutilation/cutting 
(FGM/C).

Extreme weather events and climate-related conditions are associ-
ated with a range of adverse pregnancy and maternal health outcomes, 
including anaemia, eclampsia, low birth weight, preterm birth, mis-
carriage, and stillbirth, with potential long-term implications for 
women’s fertility. These outcomes are linked to multiple, intersectional 
pathways, including the destruction of SRH facilities, displacement 
and forced migration, heat exposure, increased salinity of drinking 
water, the spread of vector-borne diseases (e.g., Malaria), air pollution, 
and food insecurity and undernutrition. Food and water insecurity are 
further associated with heightened risk of unsafe sex, STIs risk and 
HIV through pathways linked to poverty, including survival or trans-
actional sex, poor hygiene, reduced condom use and disrupted adher-
ence to antiretroviral therapy (Burns and Mutunga, 2024; Logie et al., 
2021; Nagata et al., 2022; Orievulu et al., 2022; Treibich et al., 2022; 
UNFPA, 2022).

Studies further link climate crises to increased risks of child mar-
riage, teenage pregnancy, poor menstrual hygiene management and, 
in some contexts, FGM/C. In Southern Africa, including Mozambique, 
Zambia, Zimbabwe, evidence indicates that households may resort to 
child marriage during climate-related shocks—such as droughts, 
changing rainfall patterns and broader environmental 

degradation—due to weakened livelihoods and economic stress 
(Gambir et al., 2024; McLeod et al., 2019; Rosen et al., 2021; Tanner et 
al., 2022).

The literature also indicates that in contexts affected by drought 
or floods, the breakdown of community protection structures and 
reduced access to SRH services increase girls’ exposure to transac-
tional sex and sexual violence, thereby heightening the risk of unin-
tended pregnancy. Disrupted education and constrained access to 
contraception further contribute to rising rates of teenage pregnancy 
(Burns and Mutunga, 2024; Logie et al., 2021; Rosen et al., 2021; 
Tanner et al., 2022; Women Deliver, 2021). These patterns were cor-
roborated by youth advocates and expert participants in Malawi, 
Zambia and Mozambique, who reported observable increases in teen-
age pregnancies and child marriages following recent climate shocks, 
often linked to transactional sex used as a survival strategy. In Zambia, 
a civil society and district health assessment reportedly documented 
a “50% increase in teenage pregnancy during the 2023–2024 drought in 
Mambwe and Kasenengwa.” Participants also described extreme pre-
carity associated with climate-induced displacement, noting that 
transactional sex was sometimes facilitated by families to secure basic 
necessities, including food and menstrual products. These accounts 
underscore the gendered coping strategies and power imbalances that 
emerge during climate-related crises.

While the evidence base remains limited, some studies suggest 
that the prevalence of FGM/C may increase during periods of crises 
and displacement (Baschieri and Udeh, 2025; UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA 
and Queen Mary University of London, 2023). However, FGM/C did 
not emerge as a climate-related SRHR concern in expert interviews or 
youth workshops in Malawi, Mozambique or Zambia. This likely 
reflects the relatively low or geographically localised prevalence of 
FGM/C in these countries compared to settings where the practice is 
more widespread (UNICEF, 2024).

Climate change also negatively affects menstrual hygiene manage-
ment through water scarcity, displacement, and the loss of school-
based sanitation facilities (Baschieri and Udeh, 2025; Ray-Bennett et 
al., 2024; Tanner et al., 2022). Qualitative evidence from Zambia and 
Zimbabwe highlights how limited water access during extreme 
weather events complicates menstrual management, contributing to 
school absenteeism, reduced self-esteem, and increased school drop-
out among girls (Tanner et al., 2022). These findings were reinforced 
by participants across all three study countries, who reported deterio-
rating menstrual hygiene conditions during climate crises due to water 
shortages, damaged sanitation facilities and reduced privacy.

“When there's a water shortage, they have no way to manage men-
strual hygiene regularly…. they don't know how to change their 
pads as they should.” (Civil society representative, Mozambique).

Climate change-driven household disruption and 
mental health impacts

Climate-related resource scarcity, financial stress, and food 
insecurity can alter household and community dynamics, contrib-
uting to heightened stress, increased aggression, child abuse, gen-
der-based violence (GBV) and a growing mental health burden 
among young people (Cuartas et al., 2023; Karaliuniene et al., 2022; 
Keevers et al., 2024). Climate-induced male out-migration, unem-
ployment, substance use and involvement in crime may further 
disrupt household structures and social support systems, with 
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cascading effects on caregiving arrangements and community 
cohesion (Karaliuniene et al., 2022; Rosen et al., 2021). Evidence 
from Zambia highlights how these shifts increase unpaid care 
responsibilities and constrain women’s participation in paid 
employment, reinforcing gendered economic vulnerability (Rosen 
et al., 2021).

Periods of climate-related crises are also associated with increased 
risks of child neglect, exposure to violence and harmful decision-
making related to young people’s SRHR, as well as other traumatic 
experiences that undermine psychosocial wellbeing (Cuartas et al., 
2023). Across diverse contexts, climate change has emerged as a sig-
nificant source of psychological distress for young people with 
reported experiences of eco-anxiety, anticipatory grief, and feelings of 
hopelessness regarding the future (Cuartas et al., 2023; Léger-Goodes 
et al., 2022; Marks et al., 2023; Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; Opoku et al., 
2021; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; 
YLABS, 2025b).

First-hand accounts from participants across the three study 
countries strongly substantiated these findings. Youth and expert par-
ticipants described displacement-related trauma and loss, stress trans-
mission within households and persistent uncertainty about future 
livelihood and opportunities as key drivers of declining mental well-
being among young people. In Zambia, a civil society representative 
reported increased rates of youth suicide in his district. In 
Mozambique, youth advocates called for the development of a com-
prehensive mental health strategy, a recommendation echoed by other 
stakeholders. In Malawi, youth advocates reported observing peers 
engaging in new and often unhealthy coping behaviours during pro-
longed stays in temporary shelters following climate-related 
emergencies.

Climate change and education

This section examines the broader impacts of climate change on 
education systems, educational trajectories and learning outcomes.

Climate change fragilizes education systems and 
schooling opportunities

Climate change poses a significant threat to education systems, 
particularly in contexts where school infrastructure is fragile and 
access to SRHR education is already constrained (Romanello et al., 
2024). Climate-related hazards,including floods, cyclones and 
heatwaves,damage school infrastructure, disrupt transport networks 
and displace communities, undermining continuity of schooling 
(Tanner et al., 2022). These patterns were consistently reflected in par-
ticipants’ accounts across all three study countries. An education 
stakeholder in Mozambique described extensive damage to school 
infrastructure following Cyclone Jude, noting that the destruction of 
classrooms resulted not only in immediate disruption but also in pro-
longed interruptions to schooling due to delayed reconstruction. As a 
result, many learners were forced to remain out of school for extended 
periods or to continue their education in informal and inadequate 
settings, such as temporary outdoor classrooms. This was illustrated 
by the following account:

“Even now, we still have schools that have not yet been rebuilt, and 
children are studying under mango trees.” (Education stakeholder, 
Mozambique)

Participants across the three countries further noted that during 
emergencies, schools are frequently repurposed as shelters for dis-
placed populations, resulting in prolonged school closures. Following 
Cyclone Freddy, for example, several schools in Malawi reportedly 
remained closed for months. Stakeholders in Mozambique also 
observed that schools were often more severely affected than health 
facilities, reflecting their greater number and generally weaker 
construction.

Negative effects of climate change on young 
people’s educational trajectories

Climate-related disruptions adversely affect school attendance, 
progression and completion, with floods, heat exposure and unsafe or 
impassable routes to school contributing to absenteeism and dropout 
(Tanner et al., 2022; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 
2023). These impacts were validated across all three countries. In 
Zambia, a civil society representative highlighted how washed-out 
bridges and damaged school buildings curtailed access to education, 
particularly in rural areas.

“In rural areas, children walk long distances to school in some 
places, and you find that the bridges have been washed away by 
heavy rains […] You find that the roofs of some schools have been 
blown off.” (Civil society representative, Zambia)

An expert in Mozambique shared that learners with disabilities 
are disproportionately affected, as they often depend on a limited 
number of specialised schools located far from their communities. In 
Malawi, participants confirmed that these schools are scarce and 
under-resourced, making any climate-related disruption especially 
detrimental. Youth advocates in Zambia further noted that seemingly 
minor losses,such as school uniforms or textbooks,can trigger school 
dropout among students from resource-constrained households.

Crisis shocks also interact with household economic stress to 
increase domestic responsibilities and heighten risks of early marriage 
and teenage pregnancy. Evidence from Zambia indicates that floods 
and droughts reduced household income and increased school drop-
out, particularly among poorer households that require children’s 
labour or cannot afford school-related costs (Tanner et al., 2022; 
Rosen et al., 2021). Girls are especially affected due to gender norms 
that prioritise boys’ education during periods of scarcity, reinforcing 
existing gender inequalities and exposure to gender-based violence 
(Rosen et al., 2021). Participants across the three study countries 
described experiences closely aligned with those from the literature, 
from income loss to school dropout, increased domestic labour for 
girls, and heightened risk of early marriage, teenage pregnancy and 
violence.

Disrupted learning environments affect learning 
outcomes

Heatwaves and infrastructure damage further undermine learning 
environments and affect both student and teacher performance 
(Cuartas et al., 2023; Tanner et al., 2022). Many classrooms, particu-
larly in low-resource settings, are constructed from materials such as 
corrugated iron, which intensifies heat exposure. Empirical evidence 
links overheated classrooms to reduced concentration, lower test 
scores and increased teacher fatigue (Kutywayo et al., 2022). 
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Temperature exposure also influences longer-term educational out-
comes (Randell and Gray, 2019). Notably, a study with secondary 
school students from South Africa found that female learners per-
formed worse than male learners on knowledge indicators during 
periods of extreme heat, suggesting gendered learning impacts 
(Kutywayo et al., 2022).

Participants across the three countries also described how cli-
mate-related trauma—such as the loss of homes or family members—
negatively affects learners’ concentration, with limited access to 
school-based psychological support compounding these challenges. 
In Malawi, disruptions to school feeding programmes linked to cli-
mate-related crop failures were reported to undermine attendance and 
learning among food-insecure children. In Mozambique, cyclones 
were reported to have destroyed teachers’ homes, contributing to 
absenteeism and staff shortages, while partial school destruction led 
to overcrowded classrooms and diminished learning quality.

Climate change and gender equality

Studies indicate that climate change disproportionately affects 
women and girls, reflecting the interaction of gendered social roles, 
unequal access to resources and decision-making, and broader struc-
tural inequalities (McLeod et al., 2019; Romanello et al., 2024; UNDP, 
2016; Rosen et al., 2021; Romanello et al., 2021; Watts et al., 2015, 
2018). Estimates suggest that women comprise a large majority of 
people displaced by climate-related hazards, highlighting the gendered 
nature of climate vulnerability (UNDP, 2016). Global and regional 
studies consistently document how climate change exacerbates exist-
ing gender inequalities, particularly in relation to health, livelihoods 
and social protection, with similar patterns observed across Southern 
Africa (McLeod et al., 2019; Romanello et al., 2024; UNDP, 2016) and 
in Zambia specifically (Rosen et al., 2021). The Lancet Countdown on 
health and climate change reports reinforce these findings, highlight-
ing how climate-related shocks intensify gender disparities in access 
to health care and social protection (Romanello et al., 2021; Romanello 
et al., 2024; Watts et al., 2015, 2018). Building on this evidence, this 
section examines the impacts of climate change on gender equality 
across normative, community, households and intrapersonal levels.

Gender norms, barriers and inequities compound 
the consequences of climate change

Entrenched gender norms constitute significant barriers for 
women and girls during climate-related events and can amplify health, 
social and economic risks. Gendered beliefs and misinformation at the 
community level—such as norms around water intake during preg-
nancy, expectations to continue heavy labour during extreme heat, 
and harmful infant care practices—can compromise maternal and 
newborn health (Lusambili et al., 2023). Women’s vulnerability is fur-
ther heightened by limited access to early warning information and 
decision-making spaces (Tanner et al., 2022), as well as restricted 
mobility linked to cultural dress codes, which can hinder rapid 
responses during emergencies such as floods (Mucherera and 
Mavhura, 2020).

Across Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia, participants consistently 
highlighted how patriarchal norms and traditional governance systems 
position women and girls at the lower end of social hierarchies, restrict-
ing their access to resources, decision-making and protection during 
climate crises. Participants noted that these norms also shape the 

distribution and control of humanitarian assistance, with men often 
managing financial resources and occupying leadership roles during 
displacement. In Malawi, study participants described how women are 
often sidelined from the management and benefits of external support, 
such as food aid or loans, reinforcing pre-existing inequalities. In 
Mozambique, participants explained that because women bear primary 
responsibility for subsistence farming, climate shocks disproportionately 
increase their workload, while girls are more likely than boys to with-
draw from school following crises due to lost school materials and expec-
tations to support household recovery. As one civil society representative 
explained, these dynamics result in women and girls carrying the burden 
of sustaining household survival, often at the expense of girls’ education.

“When these situations occur, women and girls are burdened. In 
our communities, culturally, women are expected to make extra 
effort in farming because women can’t let the family starve. The 
man is there and might only collect sticks to build a hut. Girls often 
stop going to school to help their mothers in the fields because 
they’ve lost their school materials and can’t continue studying 
without them.” (Civil society representative, Mozambique)

While the validation workshops and expert interviews generated 
limited insight into the experiences of sexually and gender diverse 
(LGBTIQ+) youth, the literature highlights that LGBTIQ+ young 
people face heightened marginalisation, policy invisibility and barriers 
to protection and services during climate crises, particularly in con-
texts of displacement and poverty (UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA and Queen 
Mary University of London, 2023; Women Deliver, 2021).

Increased levels of (gender-based) violence at the 
community level

At the community level, climate-induced resource scarcity, the 
erosion of livelihoods and disruptions to social structures intersect 
with class and other social inequalities to increase the risk of gender-
based violence, which may be used to enforce existing power imbal-
ances, particularly around access to and control over natural resources 
(Brown et al., 2023, Castañeda Carney et al., 2020; Munala et al., 
2023). Climate-induced male out-migration was repeatedly identified 
as a key driver of vulnerability, leaving women, children, older people 
and those with chronic illness with fewer resources and reduced 
protection.

This dynamic was illustrated in Malawi through accounts of the 
drying of Lake Chilwa, where declining fish stocks triggered conflict 
over fishing grounds and the widespread male migration in search of 
alternative livelihoods. As men relocated to other fishing areas or 
urban centres, women and children were left behind with diminished 
economic security and social support, increasing their exposure to 
exploitation and violence.

“So you find the fishermen are going, following the waterline […] 
And so what we have seen is that eventually people find themselves 
in the fishing grounds of other people. That creates conflicts […] 
When it has completely dried, then these men move to other places. 
[…] But the ones that remain are the women and the children and 
the sick and the elderly.” (Academic expert, Malawi).

In Malawi, participants further linked the depletion of natural 
resources to the emergence or intensification of harmful coping 
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mechanisms such as “sex for fish” and “sex for firewood.” These infor-
mal transactional arrangements were described as survival strategies 
under conditions of scarcity but were also associated with heightened 
risks of GBV, unintended pregnancy, HIV and other STIs, and school 
dropout among girls.

Similar patterns were reported in Zambia, where land degradation 
and the expansion of charcoal production increased household vul-
nerability, while climate-induced male out-migration, particularly 
during floods, left women overburdened with income generation and 
caregiving responsibilities. This dual burden reportedly heightened 
women’s exposure to GBV.

Higher frequency of child abuse and GBV in 
climate-affected areas

Studies indicate that violence against women and children tends 
to increase during climate shocks, driven by heightened stress, eco-
nomic strain, overcrowded living conditions and weakened social 
protection systems (Datzberger et al., 2024; Karaliuniene et al., 2022). 
Climate-related crises have been linked to rising risks of child labour, 
sexual exploitation and trafficking, or recruitment by armed groups, 
as households seek to meet basic needs under extreme pressure 
(Cuartas et al., 2023; Datzberger et al., 2024; UNFPA, 2022; Women 
Deliver, 2021). Multiple studies also document associations between 
climate shocks and increased GBV (Cuartas et al., 2023; McLeod et al., 
2019; UNFPA, 2022; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 
2023; Women Deliver, 2021), including sexual assault and sexual vio-
lence (Burns and Mutunga, 2024; McLeod et al., 2019; UNFPA, 2022; 
Women Deliver, 2021) and intimate partner violence (IPV) (Castañeda 
Carney et al., 2020; Epstein et al., 2020; UNFPA, 2022).

Findings from interviews and youth validation workshops across 
the three case study countries validated these patterns. Participants 
described increases in intimate partner violence, child marriage and 
transactional sex as coping mechanisms in the context of food insecu-
rity and economic hardship. Girls were reported to be particularly 
affected, with some dropping out of school to generate income or 
being encouraged by family members to “find money,” exposing them 
to exploitative relationships. In Zambia, participants also noted a per-
ceived rise in polygamy during periods of environmental stress, 
reportedly as a strategy to increase agricultural labour. In displace-
ment settings, women’s and girls’ specific needs—including menstrua-
tion, lactation and protection—were frequently overlooked, and 
inadequate camp governance structures were described as exposing 
them to further violence and neglect.

Interlinkages between climate change, 
adolescent and youth SRHR, education and 
gender equality

Climate hazards drive adverse SRHR, education and gender out-
comes both directly through physical destruction of schools and 
health facilities, displacement, and disrupted service delivery; and 
indirectly, by deepening poverty, amplifying gender norms, and erod-
ing household and community resilience. These linkages are evident, 
for example, in reliance on schools as sites for SRHR information and 
protection, the role of gender inequalities within education systems, 
and the ways in which climate-induced livelihood losses constrain 
access to both schooling and health services. Disruptions to education 
systems have important implications for SRHR issues, given the 

dependence on schools as key delivery platforms for information, ser-
vices and protection.

Across the literature and primary data, climate change emerges as 
a systemic disruptor that deepens structural inequalities, strains 
already fragile health and education systems, and drives adverse out-
comes such as child marriage, teenage pregnancy, and, in some con-
texts, FGM/C. These impacts are not experienced evenly: women, 
sexually and gender diverse youth, people with disabilities and popu-
lations living in poverty or displacement are identified as the most 
exposed and least resourced to respond.

Across the three countries, climate shocks were found to disrupt 
the interlinked system connecting schooling, SRHR, and gender equal-
ity for adolescents. Floods and droughts damage schools or repurpose 
them as shelters, lengthen unsafe commutes and increase domestic 
burdens such as water and fuel collection, all of which drive absentee-
ism and dropout, especially for girls and learners with disabilities. 
These education disruptions are tightly linked to SRHR harms: families 
may resort to early marriage, girls may engage in transactional sex to 
secure food or income, and access to contraception and youth-friendly 
services is interrupted by displacement and damaged infrastructure. 
Water scarcity further undermines menstrual hygiene management, 
reinforcing school absenteeism. Youth and stakeholders consistently 
described these dynamics as reinforcing cycles, in which climate stress 
deepens poverty, erodes educational continuity and SRHR access, and 
amplifies gendered power imbalances and violence.

Existing norms that underpin structural inequalities are further 
intensified by climate stress. Youth advocates emphasised how climate 
shocks, specifically around the loss of livelihoods in agriculture-
dependent regions, where the collapse of local economies trigger cas-
cading effects, such as disrupting education, food insecurity and 
heightened risks of sexual exploitation, poor health outcomes, and 
exclusion from decision-making spaces. For girls and young women, 
these intersecting pressures translate into elevated risks to both SRHR 
(including teenage pregnancy, child marriage, and STIs) and gender 
equality, particularly through exposure to violence. During extreme 
weather events and long-term climate changes such as rising sea levels, 
prolonged droughts and deepened ecological degradation, girls and 
young women are particularly vulnerable in temporary shelters, over-
crowded homes, or when travelling long distances to collect water or 
firewood (Cuartas et al., 2023; Tanner et al., 2022). In Zambia, sexual 
violence was also reported in school settings, particularly when girls 
were tasked with fetching water for teachers (Tanner et al., 2022).

Participants from Mozambique further illustrated how displace-
ment and informal care arrangements expose adolescent girls to 
exploitation and abuse. When families relocate after climate shocks, 
girls are sometimes left in the care of relatives or neighbours to con-
tinue schooling, creating power imbalances that increase risks of over-
work, harassment and sexual violence.

“As families relocate, because a child needs to study, it’s common 
to ask for help from neighbours or relatives who still have their 
homes standing. […] Over time, she may go through situations of 
violence or end up being overburdened with work […] She is 
expected to do more than she normally would because it’s in 
exchange for being allowed to stay there. At some point, she might 
be sent to fetch water from the river or the homeowner himself, 
because he knows she is not his own daughter, might attempt to 
abuse her sexually or harass her whenever he feels like it, simply 
because there’s an adolescent girl in his house and he’s providing 
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her with food (…) These are real situations that have happened.” 
(Education stakeholder, Mozambique)

A youth advocate in Malawi captured this interconnectedness suc-
cinctly, describing how floods destroy crops and roads, disrupt school-
ing and deepen household hunger, pushing girls toward transactional 
sex to meet basic needs. This, in turn, increases exposure to HIV and 
other sexually transmitted infections, and when girls seek support 
through participation in community initiatives, they are often side-
lined by men within these projects.

Discussion and conclusion

This study demonstrates that climate change functions as a sys-
temic disruptor that amplifies pre-existing social, economic and insti-
tutional inequalities. Rather than creating isolated risks, climate 
hazards undermine interconnected systems—health, education, liveli-
hoods and protection—precisely where adolescents and young people 
already face structural disadvantages. This systemic lens explains why 
outcomes such as school dropout, disrupted SRH services, gender-
based violence, child marriage and transactional sex recur across con-
texts. These are not incidental effects of climate events, but predictable 
consequences of structural breakdowns across sectors, highlighting 
the limits of narrowly sectoral or short-term emergency responses.

The findings challenge dominant climate policy narratives that 
frame adolescents and young people primarily through vulnerability 
lenses. While such framings mobilise attention, they risk obscuring 
youth agency. This study shows that young people are already navigat-
ing climate risks through community action and advocacy, underscor-
ing the need for institutionalised youth participation in climate 
governance rather than symbolic inclusion.

This study showed that climate impacts on SRHR, education and 
gender equality are highly differentiated. Adolescent girls, young moth-
ers, youth living with HIV, young people with disabilities and displaced 
youth face compounded risks due to disrupted services and weakened 
protection systems. Displacement—both internal and cross-border—
emerged as a critical structural driver, disrupting continuity of care, 
education and social protection, requiring improved equitable policy 
responses. Gender norms and power relations further shape how cli-
mate risks are experienced and addressed. The study confirms that 
climate shocks frequently reinforce existing gender inequalities, 
increasing unpaid care burdens, constraining girls’ educational trajec-
tories and heightening exposure to violence. Addressing these dynam-
ics requires climate responses that are explicitly gender-transformative, 
rather than gender-blind or gender-neutral, and that recognise how 
gender intersects with age, disability, poverty and displacement.

The findings also suggest the need for a set of interlinked strategic 
directions for strengthening youth-centred climate resilience. These 
directions do not constitute linear or isolated “pathways,” but rather 
represent leverage points operating across environmental, gover-
nance, institutional and community levels, consistent with the study’s 
socio-ecological framing and the cumulative nature of climate risk 
identified in the findings.

At the environmental and structural level, reducing climate-
related health and social risks for adolescents and young people 
requires accelerated mitigation and adaptation measures that also 
address underlying development deficits. Many effective and relatively 
low-cost options already exist, and improving living standards in 

low-emission countries is achievable without substantially increasing 
global greenhouse gas emissions (IPCC, 2023). These include transi-
tions toward renewable energy systems, climate-resilient agricultural 
practices, ecosystem restoration and improved air quality, alongside 
sustained investment in universal access to health care and education 
(Watts et al., 2018; IPCC, 2023).

At the level of governance and policy implementation, there are 
persistent gaps between formal commitments and operationalisation. 
Climate crises expose weaknesses in preparedness and coordination, 
but can also catalyse policy change. In Mozambique, Cyclone Idai 
prompted the establishment of the Post-Cyclone Reconstruction 
Office (GREPOC) and a multi-year recovery programme (GREPOC, 
2020). Recent shocks, including Cyclone Freddy in Malawi, seem to 
create momentum to accelerate delayed climate strategies. Crises were 
also seen to mobilise international investment, as reflected in Zambia’s 
implementation of multiple donor-supported adaptation initiatives 
(Ministry of Green Economy and Environment, 2023). However, such 
momentum is rarely sustained without robust coordination, monitor-
ing and accountability mechanisms. Furthermore, although SRHR, 
education and gender equality are frequently referenced in policy 
documents, they remain weakly integrated into monitoring and evalu-
ation frameworks, particularly within disaster risk reduction and 
NDC tracking systems. Strengthening surveillance systems, informa-
tion exchange, adaptive management and institutional capacity within 
relevant ministries thus needs to be a priority (IPCC, 2023; Opoku et 
al., 2021; UNFPA and Queen Mary University of London, 2023; Watts 
et al., 2018; World Health Organization, 2015; Women Deliver, 2021).

With respect to health systems, the findings extend earlier evidence 
of service disruption and workforce strain by pointing to the need to 
move beyond incremental integration of climate considerations toward 
comprehensive, health-specific adaptation planning. While all three 
countries have begun to recognise climate risks in national health poli-
cies, there should be Health National Adaptation Plans supported by 
sector-specific guidance. Persistent gaps were identified in emergency 
preparedness for SRHR, particularly menstrual hygiene management, 
family planning, reproductive care and youth mental health services. 
This suggests that greater investment is needed in SRH service delivery 
and mental health support. Strengthening health worker training and 
curricula, improving service integration and climate-proofing facilities, 
such as through resilient infrastructure and solar-powered energy, are 
key priorities for maintaining continuity of care during climate shocks 
(Azan et al., 2025; Mosadeghrad et al., 2023; Opoku et al., 2021; 
Otzelberger, 2014; World Health Organization, 2015).

In the education sector, the findings outline a link between infra-
structure damage, displacement and learning disruption due to climate 
change. Across the countries, there is a need for climate-resilient infra-
structure and policies that protect educational continuity: investments in 
safer schools, including satellite schools in high-risk areas, and strength-
ened re-admission and reintegration policies for learners affected by 
climate disruptions (Tanner et al., 2022; CARE, 2023). Integrating cli-
mate change mitigation and adaptation into curricula, alongside life 
skills, sexuality education and mental health literacy and teacher training 
should be seen as critical for building agency and long-term resilience 
(PLAN International, 2019; UNICEF, 2019; Wiedermann et al., 2023).

This study’s main strength lies in combining a rapid literature 
review with youth- and stakeholder-validated insights. This approach 
enabled triangulation across data sources and strengthened the con-
textual and policy relevance of the findings by grounding published 
evidence in the lived experiences of youth and stakeholders in Malawi, 
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Mozambique and Zambia. Limitations include that the rapid review 
prioritised timeliness and policy relevance over exhaustiveness and 
relied on English-language sources only. Furthermore, the purposive 
sample of youth advocates limited representation of sexually and 
gender diverse youth. Findings should therefore be interpreted as ana-
lytically transferable rather than generalisable.

In conclusion, this study demonstrates that climate change oper-
ates as a systemic disruptor of young people’s SRHR, education and 
gender equality in Malawi, Mozambique and Zambia. By combining 
evidence from the literature with youth- and stakeholder-validated 
insights, the analysis shows how climate-related shocks interact with 
pre-existing structural inequalities linked to gender, poverty, disability 
and displacement, to undermine access to essential services, erode 
educational continuity and intensify gendered risks, particularly for 
adolescent girls and other marginalised youth.

The findings indicate that these impacts are cumulative and mutu-
ally reinforcing rather than isolated or temporary. Addressing them 
therefore requires moving beyond short-term or sector-specific 
responses towards coordinated, intersectoral and gender-transforma-
tive approaches that integrate health, SRHR, education, social protec-
tion and climate adaptation within rights-based policy frameworks. 
Across the study countries, meaningful participation of adolescents 
and young people in climate governance emerged as both a normative 
requirement and a practical condition for effective and equitable cli-
mate action. Thus, programmes such as Break Free! should more 
explicitly integrate climate issues in both their programming and 
research. They are well positioned to center not only the intersectional 
consequences of climate change, but also the voices and agency of 
young people and marginalised groups most affected.

By foregrounding youth perspectives and lived experiences, this 
study contributes to climate justice debates and identifies concrete, pol-
icy-relevant entry points for strengthening youth-centred climate resil-
ience. Advancing inclusive, accountable and youth-responsive climate 
strategies will be essential not only to reduce climate-related harms, but 
also to enable adolescents and young people to act as agents of change in 
shaping more equitable and resilient futures under a changing climate.
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