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Background  
Climate change is a serious threat to pediatric health, resulting in respiratory and 
cardiovascular disease, cancer, and mental stress and anxiety. We present the creation of 
a Youth Advisory Panel (YAP) to gather youth perspectives on the health impacts of 
climate change in New York State (NYS), providing details on program creation and 
sharing youth insights. 

Methods  
Fourteen youth (ages 14-21) were recruited from across NYS, ensuring statewide 
representation and Black, Indigenous, and People of Color (BIPOC) inclusion. The panel 
was developed by an interdisciplinary and diverse group of facilitators. Four virtual 
participant-guided sessions were held, with data collected from real-time feedback and 
pre- and post-meeting evaluation surveys. Sessions included skills training exercises 
(Photovoice, SWOT Analysis) to encourage the development of youth as community 
leaders. 

Results  
The YAP engaged youth from underrepresented, BIPOC, and rural communities across 
NYS. Physical and mental health impacts (i.e. asthma, fear) were reported, socioeconomic 
disparities were acknowledged, and the need for both community-level interventions and 
large-scale climate policies were emphasized. Additionally, youth expressed a desire to 
speak with peers about the health impacts of climate change and professionals about 
career development. 

Conclusion  
The YAP successfully demonstrated using a participatory youth advisory structure to 
increase understanding of the impact of climate change on pediatric health. Participants 
shared personal experiences, highlighted the role of community interventions and 
policies in climate adaptation, and connected with peers statewide to discuss climate 
challenges and solutions. 

INTRODUCTION 

Climate change is a serious threat to pediatric safety and 
health, resulting in respiratory and cardiovascular disease, 
cancer, and mental stress and anxiety.1‑3 Youth are sus
ceptible due to their growth, behaviors, and long lifespan 
post-exposure.4 Preexisting health disparities complicate 
this issue, with racial/ethnic minority and rural children at 
significantly greater risk of developing chronic illness (e.g., 
asthma, obesity) than white children, a pattern that per
sists in New York.5‑8 To effectively and equitably protect 

children’s health, it is essential to understand health im
pacts, identify resources in minority and underserved com
munities, and lead transformational efforts towards envi
ronmental justice.9 Few studies have explored climate and 
health perceptions among youth, specifically in a youth ad
visory structure format. 

Youth advisory structures (YAS) recognize that young 
people are experts on the issues that impact them.10 YAS 
methods have been successful in studies on stigmatized 
health topics (e.g., HIV, mental health), in marginalized 
populations.11,12 Notable benefits include valuable re
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search insights, youth professional development, and 
strengthened community capacity for change.13 

Here we describe the creation of a novel youth climate 
advisory panel, YAP, as part of a larger project called “Un
derstanding Pediatric Susceptibility Across Temperature 
and Environment in New York” (UPSTATE NY). The YAP 
worked with Black, Indigenous, and People of Color 
(BIPOC) youth in New York State (NYS) to identify climate 
and health impacts across urban-rural and socioeconomic 
gradients. This paper shares youth insights through a par
ticipant-guided framework. 

METHODS 

UPSTATE NY YOUTH ADVISORY PANEL (YAP) 
DEVELOPMENT 

The YAP aimed to understand impacts of climate change 
on youth statewide and provide tools for climate action. 
The project had four facilitators from diverse backgrounds: 
two medical school faculty from New York City (NYC), a 
business leader engaging Black, Indigenous, and People of 
Color (BIPOC) in Buffalo, NY, and a medical student. 

A curriculum was custom-designed through participant 
guidance. Four 2-hour video conference meetings were 
planned bimonthly from May to November 2024. Each ses
sion incorporated a youth learning goal (i.e., learn about 
climate and health, community assets/stressors), an UP
STATE YAP project goal (i.e., gather youth knowledge and 
perceptions), and a skill-building activity. 

In the two months between each session, participants 
were assigned a skill-building activity, which they were re
quired to complete before the next session. These activities 
were chosen by facilitators as relevant and transferable 
skills for youth involved in community engagement and 
advocacy. Before session 2, participants completed a Pho
tovoice activity. Photovoice is a participatory research 
method that facilitates communication of lived experiences 
through photography, often used to empower marginalized 
communities.14 Before session 3, participants completed a 
Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats (SWOT) 
Analysis. SWOT is an organizational tool used to analyze 
internal and external factors that impact an organization or 
initiative, ultimately helping leaders develop strategies to 
build on strengths/opportunities and mitigate weaknesses/
threats. Finally, before the last session, participants prac
ticed communication skills by preparing a 3–5-minute pre
sentation for their peers, YAP facilitators, and family and 
friends. 

PANEL RECRUITMENT AND DIVERSITY 

Fourteen youth (ages 14-21) were recruited through net
working, with the goal of statewide representation from 
BIPOC communities (See Figures  1  and  2). YAP facilitators 
reached out to contacts at 7 organizations, including 5 
mentorship programs, a community center in Manhattan, 
and a Boys & Girls club in Buffalo. We asked contacts to 
nominate youth “who have demonstrated an exceptional 

Figure 1. Geographic Distribution.   
The YAP had 14 participants in total. 5 participants were from Buffalo, 1 from Rochester, 
1 from Central New York, 1 from Albany, and 6 from the New York City Metropolitan Re
gion. 

Figure 2. Race/Ethnicity.  
A majority (63%) of participants were Black or African American, 19% were White, 13% 
were Asian, and 6% were Hispanic and Latino. 

commitment to the groups and communities that they are 
a part of”, with no additional criteria apart from age. The 
nomination period lasted 3 months, resulting in 13 nomi
nations. Six youth involved in a state-wide advocacy pro
gram were contacted directly. 

Youth were contacted by email and text message, pro
vided a program description (including program dates and 
compensation), and asked to complete an Expression of In
terest (EoI) form. 14 youth completed the form, consisting 
of 10 females and 4 males, and were notified of their accep
tance by March 2024. 

ENGAGEMENT AND EVALUATION 

Before beginning the YAP, the EoI form collected demo
graphic information and included three open-ended 
prompts about climate change, community engagement, 
and YAP expectations. This design facilitated the collection 
of unexpected insights on participants’ knowledge and in
terests. Based on responses from the EoI form, a pre-partic
ipation survey with 9 close-ended options assessed goals, 
expectations, and desired skills development from partici
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pants. This facilitated a direct comparison of goals among 
participants. 

At the end of each session, participants provided real-
time verbal feedback and completed post-meeting evalua
tion surveys. The surveys assessed participants’ ratings of 
each session, perceived learning about climate and health, 
and overall session satisfaction. Responses were measured 
using four-point scales, respectively: excellent/strongly 
agree/very satisfied, very good/agree/satisfied, good/dis
agree/unsatisfied, and poor/strongly disagree/very unsat
isfied. Surveys gathered open-ended remarks about which 
parts of the sessions were most valuable to the participants 
and how the sessions could be improved. In the 2 months 
between each session, facilitators reviewed participant 
feedback and designed the following sessions based on sug
gested improvements. 

Communications were through email, text message, and 
GroupMe. Participants received a $25 food gift certificate 
and a $100 stipend per session. 

RESULTS 

Through the EoI form, all participants demonstrated base
line knowledge of climate change and its long-term impact 
on the environment. Ten participants completed the pre-
participation survey. The most common goal was a desire 
to learn more about climate change and health (8), followed 
by opportunities to network with like-minded peers and 
professionals (7) and to develop leadership skills (7). Par
ticipants were least interested in learning about advocacy, 
writing, and time management. 

Four sessions were designed to align with participants’ 
stated objectives. Table 1  describes each session, pre-work, 
and post-meeting participant satisfaction. Session 1 cov
ered expectations and foundational knowledge on climate 
change and health. Youth shared stories about climate 
health impacts. They appreciated the opportunity to hear 
their peers’ perspectives, especially about “how asthma has 
changed everyone’s lives in New York.” The main sugges
tion was more peer-to-peer discussion. 

Incorporating feedback from the first session, session 2 
prioritized youth discussion. It began with a presentation 
on community resources, after which panelists brain
stormed community assets for climate adaptation. Using 
Photovoice, YAP members shared photos depicting climate 
impacts on themselves and their communities.14 One 
member commented that this activity “showed that many 
people view climate change in different ways, [which] helps 
to connect people to others who may have similar experi
ences.” 

The Photovoice activity effectively illustrated specific 
impacts of climate change on the YAP members and their 
communities. Participants shared stories of extreme heat, 
flash floods, sea level rise, blizzards, and environmental 
pollution. These events disrupted school attendance and 
participation in hobbies (i.e., Shakespeare in the Park, or 
canoeing), and destroyed local homes, businesses, and in
frastructure. Additionally, the activity highlighted differ
ences across urban-rural and socioeconomic gradients. For 

example, while several participants shared stories about 
devastating flooding, someone from the Central Region de
scribed how flooding prevented farmers from growing crops 
and fishing, whereas someone from the NYC metro area de
scribed road closures and a shutdown of transportation sys
tems. This sparked meaningful discussion about socioeco
nomic disparities and how they influence a community’s 
ability to mitigate and adapt to climate-specific challenges. 

Session 3 focused on skill-building. Before the session, 
participants completed a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportu
nities, and Threats (SWOT) Analysis of their community, 
summarized in Table 2 . Youth identified strengths (com
munity-based and non-profit organizations, new climate 
policies, environmental resources) and weaknesses (socioe
conomic barriers, high pollution, poor city infrastructure). 
In terms of external influences, panelists suggested that 
opportunities may include climate adaptation, disparity re
duction, and renewable energy investment. Threats in
cluded extreme weather vulnerability, socioeconomic bar
riers, and political disinvestment. The session concluded 
with a guest PhD candidate speaking about research and 
careers in environmental health. Participants appreciated 
learning about regional differences through the SWOT 
analysis and expressed interest in learning more about ca
reer development. 

The final session celebrated YAP participants, welcom
ing family and friends to their presentation, where they 
shared their learnings and future action steps. “Speed Dat
ing” with the facilitators allowed participants to hear about 
career paths and ask questions in small groups. 100% of 
participants reported being very satisfied with this session 
and enjoyed the opportunity to debrief YAP highlights and 
gain career advice. 

DISCUSSION 

The diverse YAP, comprised of youth from underserved, 
BIPOC, and rural communities across NYS, encouraged 
thought-provoking and uplifting conversation about cli
mate change and health. Program successes included sus
tained youth engagement, a dynamic curriculum, and op
portunities for youth to learn about climate and health, 
develop leadership skills, and explore professional growth. 
The panel was guided by experienced facilitators, and direct 
text messaging proved to be the most effective method of 
communication between sessions. 

To our knowledge, the YAP is a novel approach to a 
YAS specific to climate change and health. As described 
in prior YAS studies, it was important to monitor partici
pants’ goals.12 A variety of methods were used to monitor 
goals, including an EoI form, a pre-participation survey, 
verbal feedback during sessions, and post-session evalua
tions. When youth expressed a desire for more peer-to-peer 
engagement, facilitators planned more group discussions 
and the Photovoice, SWOT analysis, and final presentation 
activities. Participants also expressed an interest in profes
sional development and mentorship; in response, facilita
tors included a guest speaker and the speed-dating activity. 
Together, the evaluation tools provided a comprehensive 
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Table 1. Session Descriptions with Satisfaction Results from Post-Evaluation Survey         

Session Description Rating 

1 
Introductions and icebreakers, collaboratively set group norms and expectations, short lecture on 
climate change and health impacts 

Satisfied 
– 77% 
Very 
Satisfied 
– 22% 

Pre 2 Photovoice – Participants captured a photo of how climate change impacts their community 

2 
Lecture on community resources and barriers to climate adaptation, breakout room activity (brainstorm 
and share community assets), shared Photovoice 

Satisfied 
– 43% 
Very 
Satisfied 
– 57% 

Pre 3 
SWOT Analysis – Participants completed a strength, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats analysis of their 
community 

3 
Shared SWOT analysis, guest panelist (PhD Candidate in environmental and occupational health) spoke 
about career and research, Q&A panel 

Satisfied 
– 29% 
Very 
Satisfied 
– 71% 

Pre 4 
Final Presentation – Participants prepared presentations on the reasons why they joined the YAP, what they learned, 
where they will share it 

4 
Invited family, friends and mentors of participants to join for final presentations. Hosted “Speed Dating” 
session with 4 facilitators and guest PhD Candidate panelist, so that youth had opportunity to hear 
about diverse career paths and ask questions 

Satisfied 
– 0% 
Very 
Satisfied 
– 100% 

Table 2. Examples of each category that youth identified during their Community Strengths, Weaknesses,             
Opportunities, and Threats Analysis (SWOT)      

Internal 
Community Factors 

STRENGTHS WEAKNESSES 

1. Community and non-profit organizations 
2. Climate policies 
3. Environmental resources (parks, rivers) 

1. Socioeconomic barriers (poverty, 
poor housing) 
2. High pollution 
3. Poor city infrastructure 

External 
Community 
Influences 

OPPORTUNITIES THREATS 

1. Climate adaptation 
2. Socioeconomic disparities reduction (affordable 
housing, food stability) 
3. Renewable energy investment 

1. Extreme weather vulnerability 
2. Socioeconomic barriers 
(unemployment, poverty) 
3. Political inefficacy & 
disinvestment 

understanding of how participants were engaging with the 
curriculum and experiencing the YAP overall. The YAP cur
riculum was reflexive and adaptive, successfully incorporat
ing feedback from participants to enhance satisfaction and 
engagement. 

YAP panelists became comfortable discussing personal 
experiences, such as asthma exacerbations and extreme 
weather-related injury or death, aligning with known im
pacts of climate on health and anxiety.8,15,16 They exhib
ited an understanding of socioeconomic disparities and be
lieved that community-level interventions would help in 
climate adaptation. Youth expressed reduced anxiety and 
increased hope for the future when discussing these topics 
with peers.17,18 

In the face of preexisting health disparities, an escalat
ing climate crisis, and inconsistent political support, it is 

critical to respond to climate change through comprehen
sive and equity-driven approaches. The YAP underscores 
the importance of recognizing climate change as a health 
crisis, and hearing from the populations that are most vul
nerable to its health impacts (i.e. youth). This perspective 
is gaining global support, as evidenced by the first-ever 
Health Day in the UN Climate Change Conference in 2023. 
The YAP employed an environmental justice framework to 
engage underserved and marginalized communities. We not 
only recruited BIPOC and underserved youth, but also in
tentionally addressed common barriers to participation. 
This included offering food vouchers, stipends, and virtual 
participation to promote accessibility and equity. These ef
forts align closely with the goals of New York’s Climate 
Leadership and Community Protection Act (CLCPA), passed 
in 2019, which seeks to advance environmental and public 
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health through ambitious climate targets and community 
engagement.19 As addressed by the CLCPA, environmental 
justice is a critical component to protecting children’s 
health and ensuring that all children, regardless of race, 
ethnicity, socioeconomic status, or geographic location, 
have safe and healthy futures. 

Despite a successful program, the YAP faced several lim
itations. Primarily, a sample size of 14 participants, with a 
majority of females, limits this project evaluation’s ability 
to generalize to the broader New York State population 
of youth and adolescents. However, participants were pur
posefully selected to ensure statewide representation. Ad
ditionally, many panelists were recruited through prior in
volvement in climate change and mentorship initiatives, 
which introduced a selection bias towards individuals who 
were more engaged in climate issues than perhaps the av
erage 14- to 21-year-old. Nonetheless, this facilitated rich 
discussions about climate change and health. Finally, eval
uation of climate change knowledge at the beginning and 
end of sessions was not collected using validated measures. 
However, the aim of the YAP was not only to measure edu
cational outcomes, but rather to create a space for dialogue 
on these complex issues with youth and to reduce barriers 
to those not as familiar with the topics. 

CONCLUSION 

The YAP increased understanding of youth perspectives on 
climate health impacts and empowered participants with 
skills to effect change in their communities. Participants 
shared personal experiences on the impact of climate 
change on their physical and mental health, and recognized 
the powerful role that community characteristics can play 
in adaptation, along with environmental protection and cli
mate policy. The YAP effectively engaged youth from un
derrepresented, BIPOC, and rural communities across NYS. 
It provided a rare opportunity for youth to engage with 
peers statewide and practice leadership skills to empower 
them to confront the challenges of climate change. Finally, 
the YAP offers novel insights and implications for climate 
policy and practice, demonstrating an innovative, compre
hensive, and equity-driven approach to the protection of 
children’s health. 
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