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Abstract

The present study investigated the relationship between media exposure and psy-

chological distress, with the mediating role of eco-anxiety and the moderating roles

of spiritual intelligence and pro-environmental behavior among Generation Z in

Pakistan. Given Pakistan’s heightened vulnerability to climate change and the

rising psychological burden associated with environmental concerns, this research

aimed to provide insights into the psychological and behavioral responses of Pak-

istani youth. A sample of 300 participants, aged 13 to 26 years, was selected using

a purposive sampling technique. The study employed a quantitative, correlational

design, and data were collected through standardized instruments, including the

Hogg Eco-Anxiety Scale, Media and Information Exposure Scale, Kessler Psycho-

logical Distress Scale (K10), Pro-Environmental Behavior Scale (PEB), and the

Spiritual Intelligence Self-Report Inventory (SISRI-24).

Data analyses were conducted using IBM SPSS version 27, incorporating Hayes’

PROCESS macro, Models 1 and 58 to test for moderation and moderated me-

diation effects. The results indicated that media exposure significantly predicted

psychological distress, and this relationship was moderated by spiritual intelli-

gence. Specifically, higher levels of spiritual intelligence were associated with re-

duced psychological distress in the context of high media exposure. Furthermore,

eco-anxiety mediated the relationship between media exposure and psychologi-

cal distress. However, pro-environmental behavior did not moderate this indirect

pathway, suggesting that behavioral engagement alone may be insufficient to buffer

the emotional impact of climate-related threat.

These findings highlight the protective role of spiritual intelligence in mitigating

psychological distress and underscore the limitations of behavioral responses in the

absence of emotional and cognitive coping resources. The findings contribute to

the emerging body of research on the psychological impacts of climate change in

low- and middle-income countries by underscoring the importance of contextually

relevant strategies and policy initiatives that incorporate spiritual development to
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enhance emotional resilience and promote pro-environmental engagement among

youth.

Keywords: Eco-Anxiety, Media Exposure, Pro-environmental Behav-

iors, Psychological Distress, Spiritual Intelligence, Gen-Z.
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Chapter 1

Introduction

1.1 Background of the Study

21st century has experienced very fast technology development and growing envi-

ronmental concerns as the global climate change occurs rapidly, creating a complex

reality for Gen Z, those individuals born between 1997 to 2012 (Dimock, 2019) &

(Tyson et al., 2021) . This is the first generation that is fully immersed in the dig-

ital age, the global use of the internet, social networks, and online news (Schmitt,

2023). Alongside this digital immersion, the events of global climate change, fre-

quent extreme weather conditions, and biodiversity loss are other kinds of challenge

faced by Gen-Z (Tsevreni et al., 2023). These global challenges are particularly

persistent in Pakistan, which ranks among the most vulnerable nations to climate

change, as Notre Dame Global Adaptation Initiative (2023) ranked Pakistan 152

in terms of climate degradation. In recent years, Pakistan has faced devastating

events, such as excessive heatwaves, floods, heavy rainfalls, hailstorms, drought,

where the flood of 2022 brought extensive destructions, displaced millions, and

caused financial loss of around 14.9 billion $ (World Bank and Asian Development

Bank, 2021).

The (World Economic Forum, 2024) demonstrated that these environmental degra-

dations are taking a toll not only on infrastructure but also on the psychological

well-being of the individuals in Pakistan. Persistent news or direct impact of eco-

1
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logical crises has brought severe psychological consequences, contributing to the

rise of eco- anxiety cases. Urban areas in Pakistan, in particular, are struggling

with frequent heat waves, extreme temperatures, bad air quality, and recurrent

flooding, making the situation worse and more challenging.

Climate change has emerged as one of the concerns of the global community, with

cities across the globe facing increasingly severe environmental consequences (San-

tos et al., 2021). Air pollution in big cities is often high to dangerous in Pakistan,

and the quality of air exceeds the level in several cities in terms of pollution in the

world (Iqbal, 2024). In some areas, the Air Quality Index (AQI) has exceeded 400,

a level considered extremely hazardous for the general population (IQAir, 2024).

The continuous presence of these environmental threats, combined with limited

and inadequate policies and government responses, has sparked growing concerns

and created more distress, particularly in the young generation (Iqbal, 2024). A

combination of deteriorating environmental concerns, political instability, and eco-

nomic pressure causes more mental health issues, with eco-anxiety becoming an

increasingly recognized psychological challenge in the country (World Economic

Forum, 2024) & (Tanveer et al., 2024).

The urgency of addressing climate change was also declared in the framework of

the United Nations Sustainability Development Goals, including Goal 13, which

demands an urgent action to combat climate change and its consequences (United

Nations, 2015). Most of the young individuals, especially Gen-Z, are becoming

more knowledgeable and conscious of climate change and its crisis, and are also

showing more interest in sustainable environmental actions Hickman et al. (2021)

& Tsevreni et al. (2023). Across schools and universities, many young people

are taking direct actions to advocate environmental policies and activities such as

towardsrenewable energy, reduction in waste, and sustainable development Amin

et al. (2022) & Naeem (2023). In accordance with this, SDG Goal 13 is also

intended to increase environmentally conscious actions on an individual level, in-

creasing public awareness(United Nations, 2015).

Studies found that in recent years, numerous numbers of students in Pakistan have

been involved in movements and academic activities related to climate change, and

also universities and youth organizations are taking a stand on raising awareness
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regarding climate change and ensuring to influence students to adopt sustainable

practices and participate in discussions about changing the climate policy in the

country Naeem (2023) & Baber (2024). These efforts are seen as crucial in shaping

a generation who are not only aware of the necessity of climate change but also feels

empowered to act, especially when the environmental conditions are continuously

deteriorating (Amin et al., 2022). Simultaneously, it is important to determine

the mental costs or psychological consequences of the current environmental crisis

on the young generation, as these youth-driven activism and research campaigns

are essential towards questioning why climate change is underrepresented. As

students become more engaged in environmental activism, the emotional toll of

witnessing environmental degradation may lead to heightened stress and mental

health concerns. Particularly, in Pakistan, where the consequences of climate

change are becoming more visible and lack of governmental-level policies, these

emotional responses often lead to eco-anxiety, the concern that demands more

attention from mental health professionals (Naeem, 2023). Researchers should

need to explore how students’ emotional responses are influencing their mental

health and behaviors, as their more participation with climate issues has caused

increased levels of eco-anxiety (Clayton, 2020).

Pakistan is among the countries most vulnerable to the effects of climate change.

Over the past few years, the country has faced major environmental degradations

like the 2022 floods, which left over 33 million people displaced and have made

climate change a more profound and harsh reality. From severe droughts to deadly

heatwaves, earthquakes, and recent hailstorms, people across the country are not

only facing the physical destruction, but they are also suffering from emotional

and psychological challenges. It is crucial to discuss the emotional and psycho-

logical toll that particularly affects the youth (Tiwana, 2025). Youth in Pakistan

are more prone to eco-anxiety due to direct exposure to media and news related

to climate change and more distressing content. Over time, this constant stream

of negative information has led many to develop eco-anxiety (Fazal et al., 2025).

Eco-Anxiety is the persistent fear of environmental degradation, and it can result

in high stress, depression, and PTSD. The American Psychological Association

describes eco-anxiety as the emotional response to ecological crisis. For the youth
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in Pakistan, eco anxiety is not just a distant concern; but it is the daily emotional

distress shaped by both media exposure and the heartfelt reality of living in one of

the world’s most climate-vulnerable nations. Hickman et al. (2021) study explored

that approximately 50% of young people worldwide report experiencing moderate

to severe climate anxiety. This distress increased as many young individuals turn

to social media during the climate distress situations, and instead of finding sup-

port there, they are more prone to shocking and disturbing content. This kind

of doomscrolling makes situations more anxious and helpless, and might cause

eco-anxiety (Tiwana, 2025)

According to (Ogunbode et al., 2022), psychological distress is highly increased by

the frequency and severity of media exposure to climate disaster news, particularly

when individuals feel helpless. The extent to which individuals are exposed to in-

formation about ecological and climate issues through a variety of media platforms

can have a substantial impact on their emotional responses and perceptions (Ogun-

bode et al., 2022). Young individuals in Pakistan find it challenging to manage

the psychological distress caused by the ecological crisis due to increasing mental

health exhaustion and socioeconomic instability. According to research, climate

change in Pakistan is not just a distant specific concern, but it is an emotional ex-

perience, especially for the young individuals (Tanveer et al., 2024). Through the

media, young individuals are bombarded with distressing news about ecological

disasters like earthquakes, heatwaves, floods, droughts, rains, and hailstorms, etc.

The media not only informs about the climate issues, but it also shapes perception

and induces fear and anxiety. When climate change is repeatedly presented as a

hopeless crisis, it leads young individuals to feel constant pressure and helplessness,

which may cause psychological distress (Obaidat et al., 2025)

The American Psychological Association defines psychological distress as a broad

category of mental, emotional, and physical symptoms that are often associated

with mood swings and have a profound impact on a person’s overall health. Ac-

cording to a study by (Hamdani et al., 2021) explored that nearly 25.5% of adoles-

cents in rural areas of Pakistan exhibit major symptoms of psychological distress,

indicating the increasing concern of existential worry, because climate disasters

often result in school closure and economic instability, which may leave young
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generation feeling uncertain about the future. The psychological toll is further ex-

acerbated by disruption to education and employment opportunities. The young

generation in Pakistan observes such challenges and feels emotionally exhausted as

climate-related disasters like heatwaves, hazardous air quality, earthquakes, floods,

unexpected rains, etc, are becoming more common. These experiences have a psy-

chological impact, whether due to the disruption of routines caused by extreme

weather conditions, fear of an uncertain future, or a profound sense of helplessness

from visualizing the distressing content about the environmental crisis online.

Many young individuals experience psychological distress, anxiety, overwhelm,

or even guilt when they feel they can’t be able to do anything. The emotional

burden is only increased by ongoing exposure to distressing climate news. This

eventually causes long-term stress and mental fatigue, which makes it more difficult

to concentrate on education and careers or even imagine a secure future (Hamdani

et al., 2021).

Furthermore, the stigma associated with mental health in Pakistani society makes

it harder for those who are impacted to get help, also, there is limited access

to mental health resources in Pakistan, with only 0.4% of the country’s overall

healthcare budget (Alvi et al., 2023). It is crucial to investigate potential protective

factors that can reduce the detrimental psychological effects of eco-anxiety because

of the limited access to mental resources (Maran, 2021).

As climate change increases and conditions get worse over time, researchers suggest

that it is essential to explore not only technology- and policy-based solutions but

also psychological and behavioral protective factors that mitigate the eco-anxiety

and psychological distress among the young generation (Tiwana, 2025) One of

the most important protective factors that enables individuals to deal with envi-

ronmental stressors and psychological distress with more emotional stability and

foster resilience and purpose is spiritual intelligence. Research has demonstrated

that spiritual intelligence can help people manage stress by encouraging inner

peace and resilience in the face of struggle (Tian and Liu, 2022). Emmons (2000)

defined spiritual intelligence as the capacity for transcendence and resilience, and

the ability to find meaning and purpose in difficult situations. People with higher
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levels of spiritual intelligence are often better at handling stressful situations, psy-

chological distress, and anxiety. This ability may help individuals to deal with

environmental stressors more effectively (Romanello et al., 2021). This suggests

that spiritual intelligence may play a key role in helping young people in Pakistan

manage eco-anxiety, especially when coupled with the growing pressures of climate

change.

But although spiritual intelligence measures interpersonal spiritual resources that

individuals use to derive meaning and respond to ecological distress, it would also

be helpful to examine how those internal dispositions can be manifested more col-

lectively in behavioral actions. Pro-environmental behavior an outward, action-

oriented response, is defined as the action of the individual with regard to the

reduction of environmental degradation in the pursuit of sustainability (Tian and

Liu, 2022). This does not mean that PEB only relevant on the levels of envi-

ronmental outcomes; this can also act as a moderator, potentially mitigating the

levels of psychological distress experienced by individuals who are exposed to, eco-

logical disasters. In LMIC, as Pakistan it is important to understand the role of

pro-environmental behavior, as the growing concern of environmental issues youth

face in a daily basis. So, awareness related to PEB not only enhances environ-

mental knowledge but also helps Gen-Z to cope with their psychological distress

and anxiety. Environmental actions may create a sense of accomplishment and

enhance the sense of responsibility in the young generation and encourage them

to take mindful actions for the betterment of their environment.

This current study, thus, not only looks into the direct and mediating effects

of media exposure, eco-anxiety, and psychological distress, but it also considers

Spiritual intelligence and Pro-environmental behavior as moderators to develop

a better understanding of these variables. Because it is important to create an

understanding of protective factors, such as spiritual intelligence, in environmental

studies, it will help reduce the psychological impact caused by ecological issues in

the young generation.

However, this research aims to explore how the abundance of disturbing climate

change information through media influences the psychological well-being of Gen-Z

individuals. With exposure to information on media becoming a frequent instance
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of alarming pictures of forest fires, flooding, and climate degradation, it is neces-

sary to know not only what the youth are exposed to but also how this informa-

tion is impacting the emotional and psychological well-being of young individuals

(Maran, 2021). The conceptual model of the study draws upon recent psychologi-

cal research and theories to identify the emotional pathways where eco-anxiety can

be viewed as a mediator and spiritual intelligence and pro-environmental behavior

as moderators that can either buffer or intensify the psychological outcomes.

With the digital revolution, there is more exposure of disturbing content to the

youth on news, social forums, and online discussions over issues related to the

climate crisis (Maran, 2021). Although it is essential to increase awareness through

such exposure, it is also connected to emotional overload, confusion, and feelings of

helplessness (Padhy et al., 2015). A growing psychological response that is gaining

more attention is eco-anxiety, a chronic worry about environmental degradation.

Eco-anxiety is hypothesized in this study as a mediating variable that provides the

indirect route of media exposure influencing psychological distress. At the core,

the conceptual model of the study implies that eco-anxiety is experienced due to

the frequent exposure to environment-related distressing news, which ultimately

exacerbates the psychological distress symptoms, including emotional exhaustion,

anxiety, and depressive mood.

The effect of media exposure does not occur in all individuals in the same way,

as psychological resilience and adaptive coping strategies vary depending on per-

sonal and behavioral responses. However, the strength and direction of these

variables vary depending on individual differences. To explain this, two moder-

ating variables have been included in the study. Spiritual intelligence explained

the moderating role of the relationship between media exposure and psychologi-

cal distress. Individuals with high Spiritual intelligence may cognitively reframe

the disturbing environmental news, thus reducing the emotional impact and eco-

anxiety. Therefore, Spiritual intelligence is expected to weaken the association

between media exposure and psychological distress and act as a protective factor

that moderates the emotional reactivity towards alarming climate-related news.

Also, pro-environmental behavior is hypothesized as a moderating variable be-

tween media exposure, eco-anxiety, and psychological distress. Eco-anxiety is a
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distressing phenomenon that, however, may also serve as a motivating factor, in-

ducing sustainable action.

So, the proposed conceptual framework of the study not only explained the psy-

chological processes but also introduced practical actions by emphasizing both in-

ternal (spiritual intelligence) and external (environmental actions) resources that

may help youth to deal with climate-related distress and anxiety.

1.2 Problem Statement

Although global awareness of the psychological consequences of ecological change

has increased in recent years, a considerable gap in empirical studies exists re-

garding the impact of climate change on mental health in low- and middle-income

countries LMIC, especially in Pakistan, ranked 152 by Notre Dame Global Adap-

tation Initiative (2023) , a highly vulnerable nation to climate related disasters.

Most of the researches on climate change and eco-anxiety were conducted in West-

ern countries, where researchers mainly focused on eco-anxiety and its association

with psychological distress and pro-environmental behaviors. However, there is a

significant gap in the literature regarding coping strategies that may mitigate the

adverse psychological consequences of climate disasters. Also, there is a need to

study these variables across diverse populations to better understand the cultural,

socio-economic, and spiritual differences among nations.

Moreover, although spiritual intelligence is studied as a resilience and coping factor

that helps individuals deal with stress, enhanced emotional regulation, resilience,

and psychological wellbeing in previous researches (Anwar and Rana, 2024); (Irene

and Wisesa, 2020); (Yadollahpour et al., 2023) & (Karimi and Nikmanesh, 2023),

its role in buffering the impact of climate-related distress and anxiety have not

been thoroughly tested empirically in Pakistan. Also, the role of media exposure

in inducing eco-anxiety and psychological distress is limited within this generation.

This knowledge gap enhances the relevance of culture-based exploration of the

psychological implications of climate change, particularly in Gen-Z, which is most

at risk of psychological distress and exposed to disturbing climate-related news
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through media. This present study filled the gaps in the literature and studied

the relationship between media exposure, eco-anxiety, psychological distress, and

pro-environmental behavior, as well as the moderating role of Spiritual intelligence

among Gen-Z in Pakistan.

Figure 1.1: Conceptual framework

1.3 Research Objectives for this Study

Objectives of the study are as follows:

• Research Objective 1

To examine the relationship between media exposure and psychological dis-

tress among Gen-Z individuals.
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• Research Objective 2

To explore the mediating role of eco-anxiety in the relationship between

media exposure and psychological distress.

• Research Objective 3

To examine the moderating effect of spiritual intelligence on the relationship

between media exposure, eco-anxiety, and psychological distress.

• Research Objective 4

To examine the moderating role of pro-environmental behavior on the asso-

ciation between media exposure, eco-anxiety, and psychological distress.

• Research Objective 5

To study gender differences in the relationships between media exposure,

eco-anxiety, pro-environmental behavior, and psychological distress.



Chapter 2

Literature Review

Eco-anxiety, a psychological response to environmental changes and climate-related

crises, has gained increasing attention in recent years, particularly among younger

generations. In the context of Generation Z, studies have begun to explore how

this phenomenon impacts youth (Hickman et al., 2021).

Tsevreni et al. (2023) explained how eco-anxiety impacts the youth emotionally

and existentially, mainly noting the differences between the Global North and

Global South. The study shed light that youth in the Global North are more en-

gaged in activism and awareness campaigns, whereas young individuals from the

Global South are more exposed to climate disasters such as floods and displace-

ment. The study determined the need to recognize these regional differences to

develop targeted interventions. However, the research had a gap that guides future

studies on the psychological and social impacts of ecoanxiety in vulnerable pop-

ulations within the Global South, where the population is more deeply impacted

by environmental disasters.

The study conducted by (Pihkala, 2018) focused on the eco-anxiety that is grad-

ually affecting youth, and also the psychological consequences of climate change

that youth face daily. According to the study, eco-anxiety was more than a fear of

environmental collapse, but a reaction to existential uncertainty about the future.

The results implied that the youth were struggling with feelings of helplessness or

frustration, and a sense of betrayal due to inadequate government responses to cli-

11
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-mate change. However, the identified critical gap based on the research is the

absence of the potential coping mechanisms or interventions, especially in low

and middle-income countries (LMICs), where the impact of climate change was

increasingly apparent yet less investigated in psychological terms.

Maran (2021) studied the association between media exposure and climate anxiety

among university students in Italy. In this study, the results have shown that

media coverage focused on climate change was positively correlated with both

climate anxiety and an increased sense of self-efficacy. This implies that the media

may potentially increase anxiety levels, but at the same time, it could encourage

individuals to engage in pro-environmental behaviors, nurturing a sense of personal

responsibility and collective action. Moreover, a gap existed in understanding

how media content, such as solutions-focused versus problem-focused media, is

linked to emotional responses of individuals, especially in non-Western contexts

like Pakistan.

Alshebami et al. (2023) examined how spiritual intelligence determines green en-

trepreneurial intentions among university students in Saudi Arabia. The study

aimed to examine the contribution of psychological and environmental factors

that promote sustainable entrepreneurial behaviors. Results demonstrated that

spiritual intelligence significantly impacted the development of environmental self-

identity, which, in turn, influenced green entrepreneurial intentions. Though the

study suggested a gap in understanding how cultural and contextual considera-

tions may influence such relationships, it suggested the need for future research to

investigate these elements in different contexts (Alshebami et al., 2023).

Ogunbode et al. (2022) examined climate change’s emotional impact across 28

countries, focusing on media exposure, personal experiences, and social norms.

They found that negative emotional responses were associated with private pro-

environmental actions, such as recycling, but did not lead to activism. Addition-

ally, media exposure to climate solutions positively influenced well-being. How-

ever, the study highlighted the need for further research into how socioeconomic

and cultural contexts, particularly in low-income countries like Pakistan, affect the

association between climate anxiety and pro-environmental behaviors, as climate

change-related disasters increasingly affect youth (Ogunbode et al., 2022).
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In recent literature, there has been a growing focus on understanding the psycho-

logical impacts of climate change, moving beyond the concept of eco-anxiety to

introduce more contextually grounded terms, such as environmental moral distress

and climate trauma (Niedzwiedz et al., 2025). This study highlights how people

may experience distress not only from direct climate events. It also discusses

how coping responses vary widely, from adaptive strategies like climate activism

and emotional support to maladaptive ones like denial and disengagement. While

community and organizational efforts can foster resilience, the researcher pays at-

tention to burnout and stresses the need for stronger support systems. A gap found

in the study is the lack of longitudinal and culturally diverse research, particu-

larly from climate-vulnerable regions in the Global South, pointing to an urgent

need for interdisciplinary studies that reflect diverse lived experiences and social

realities (Niedzwiedz et al., 2025).

Doyle (2024) conducted a study which explored how age influence eco-anxiety,

eco-guilty, and pro-environmental behaviour. The findings of the study indicated

that older people are more engaged in pro-environmental behaviors because of

their more life experience whereas, the younger individuals are more susceptible

to emotional reactions like eco-anxiety, eco guilt etc., and this would encourage

them to take environmental actions. Another important finding of the study found

that older people have more sense of responsibility,associated which inclined them

towards PEB, and the study also highlighted that eco-anxiety is significantly asso-

ciate to PEB, particularly among younger individuals, while eco-guilt and eco-grief

had a less noticeable effect. In addition, (Doyle, 2024) identifies a gap in research

which reveals the need to conduct more researches on emotional dynamics of PEB

in diverse cultures and different ages.

Bdier et al. (2024) conducted their study to examine the psychological effects of

environmental degradation and eco-anxiety, with a focus on the mediating role of

coping strategies in the development of post-traumatic stress symptoms (PTSSs).

As climate-related stressors highly affect mental health, the study addresses a

critical gap in understanding the underlying mechanisms linking eco-anxiety to

psychological outcomes. Results showed that avoidant coping significantly medi-

ated and amplified PTSSs, and the problem-focused and emotion-focused coping
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served as protective factors. Although the study provides a meaningful contri-

bution in terms of adaptive and maladaptive coping mechanisms, it indicates the

necessity of future studies of high-risk groups or marginalized populations and the

potential factors of sociocultural influence on coping behaviors (Bdier et al., 2024).

The psychological effects of climate change are becoming an increasingly alarming

issue, especially in low and middle-income countries like Pakistan. Daraz et al.

(2024) indicated the significant psychological toll of stressors that induced climate

change. The results of this study have shown that extreme weather conditions,

such as floods and droughts, along with rising temperatures, have a direct impact

on the mental health of rural women, contributing to higher levels of anxiety, de-

pression, and stress. The findings are in accordance with global concerns about

the vulnerability of rural populations to environmental changes, with particular

attention to how gender dynamics further intensify the mental health impact in

these communities Daraz et al. (2024). One of the gaps that arise in this study

is that in futures, similar studies should involve both genders, as majority of the

previous study involved women as there are more emotionally vulnerable, Also

the study focused on the rural regions, however the urban residents of Pakistan

experience different effects of the climate change, including air pollution and heat-

waves. Future studies need to cover both regions, urban and rural, and should

consider both genders, male and female.

Climate change and environmental degradation are pressing global issues that re-

quire careful communication to shape public understanding and responses. The

study conducted by (Qureshi and Abdulaziz, 2025) explores how Pakistani news

media shows these issues with emotionally triggered language, distinct from the

more measured tone in NDMA environmental reports, revealing the influence of

language on societal awareness of ecological challenges. The study finds that Pak-

istani news media often use negative, sensationalized language, increasing fear

and anxiety. Meanwhile, NDMA reports adopt a more positive tone, highlighting

recovery, resilience, and public involvement in disaster management. The study

highlights a gap in media coverage of ecological damage, leading to a focus on

human suffering without acknowledging the connection between human and en-

vironmental well-being. It emphasizes the need for more eco-conscious reporting
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and positive language to shift the narrative toward environmental awareness and

sustainability.

In a recent study, (Fazal et al., 2025) examined the psychological effects of climate

change news on the mental well-being of youth in Pakistan; the main focus of the

study was on the emergence of eco-anxiety. The study aimed to explore how often

negative media exposure influences emotional responses like hopelessness, fear,

anxiety, and distress among youth, and to evaluate the coping mechanisms the

youth adopt in response to distress and anxiety. The findings suggested that youth

who were exposed to solution-focused reporting and news were less likely to have

eco-anxiety; on the other hand, those who engaged in visualizing more disturbing

content related to climate change reported higher levels of eco-anxiety. The study

also showed a variety of coping mechanisms, including avoidant behaviors, social

support, and engaging in climate activism, reflecting both distress and resilience

among the young generation. A significant gap was highlighted by (Fazal et al.,

2025), there is a lack of research that specifically addresses the impact of climate

communication on mental health in the South Asian population, particularly in

Pakistan.

In response to increasing mental health concerns associated with the climate crisis,

the present study by Obaidat et al. (2025) adopts a systematic literature review

approach to examine climate anxiety, a term that is becoming more and more com-

mon in scientific and public discourse, in terms of the growing mental health issues.

this review aimed to address the state of knowledge about climate anxiety, iden-

tify common patterns and discrepancies across the literature, and also highlight

gaps that require further academic attention towards this issue. 14 peer-reviewed

articles published between 2020 to 2025 were included in the review, which was

guided by the PRISMA-27 checklist. The articles were sourced mainly from Google

Scholar and Taylor & Francis and were selected based on the predetermined in-

clusion criteria, such as the use of keywords, climate anxiety, eco-anxiety, climate

stress, and depression. A key finding of this review was the variation in the oper-

ationalization of climate anxiety, with some studies adopting a clinical framework

and viewing it as a diagnosable condition characterized by persistent fear and emo-

tional distress Ogunbode et al. (2022) & Cosh et al. (2024), and other researchers
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interpreted it symbolically as a more comprehensive emotional existential response

to ecological degradation Pihkala (2018) & Orrù et al. (2024). The analysis re-

veals conceptual ambiguity within the literature, as commonly used terms like

solastalgia, climate grief, and climate stress are used without clear or consistent

definitions across disciplines Tran et al. (2023) & Hajek and König (2022). An-

other significant dimension of this review was the geographical variation in climate

anxiety levels, influenced by factors such as direct exposure to climate change or

visualizing climate-related disturbing content on media Ogunbode et al. (2022),

& Seddon et al. (2020). For instance, those who are directly exposed to climate

disasters and news are more likely to exacerbate climate anxiety and distress.

Obaidat et al. (2025) suggested a critical gap through this review, all included

studies used a quantitative method, which leaves a gap to evaluate the subjective

experience of climate anxiety.To gain a deeper understanding, particularly in a vul-

nerable region like Pakistan, future research needs to focus on qualitative methods

or mixed-methods approach. Additionally, the study highlights the urgent need

for media training and mental health policy reforms to mitigate the psychological

distress of climate-related information. The study suggested that there is an ur-

gent need to take action on this particular concern, and especially, mental health

professionals need to address the psychological impact of this emerging issue.

Ab Razak et al. (2021) conducted a study and explored how spiritual intelligence

mitigates the psychological challenges of the COVID-19 pandemic. The study

aims to examine the role of spiritual intelligence as a coping mechanism that helps

to navigate stressful situations. The findings of the study revealed that spiritual

intelligence facilitated deeper connection with oneself, higher power, nature, and

life purpose, and fosters resilience in individuals. Significantly, many participants

(60.7 %) reported a close relationship with God, which provided inner peace and

made it easier to cope with uncertainty and disasters. However, the study’s gen-

eralizability is limited by its small sample size and reliance on self-report. Despite

these limitations, the research underscores the potential of spiritual intelligence as

a protective factor and acts as a buffer in times of crisis.

A study conducted by (Dewi, 2024) examined the influence of ecological knowledge,

locus of control, and spiritual intelligence on environmental altruistic behaviors.



Literature Review 17

The researcher explained in the study that individuals with higher levels of spir-

itual intelligence and ecological knowledge or understanding are more likely to

engage in altruistic behaviors. An important consideration of this study was that

people who have a higher locus of control think more about the betterment of the

environment and feel personal accountability to take pro-environmental actions.

According to Dewi (2024), these factors together showed 23% of variance in altru-

istic environmental behaviors. Although past studies showed the importance of

ecological awareness in shaping sustainable behavior (Xu et al., 2021). The study

recommended that future research explore the potential mediation and modera-

tion variables and also suggested the use of longitudinal and intervention-based

designs to develop a better understanding of the ecological pathways along with

protective factors.

Prasetyo et al. (2024) researched to investigated the factors that influence an in-

dividual’s adherence to environmental laws, which aimed to reduce vehicle pollu-

tion in Lahore, Pakistan. The research integrated different behavioral theories to

examine the relationship between compliance, perceived benefits, environmental

awareness, and institutional trust. The findings of data from 251 participants sug-

gested that individuals are more likely to follow environmental rules when they are

more aware of environmental issues, perceive financial and personal benefits, and

have trust in government institutions. Also, it indicates that rewards and other

benefits promote eco-friendly behaviors. However, the study had some limitations,

small sample size, and only focused on Lahore. Researchers suggested that future

research needs to be conducted on the diverse and large population to enhance

generalizability. Overall, the study addresses the valuable gap to identify the so-

cial and psychological factors that might enhance pro-environmental behavior and

make people adhere to laws and regulations.

Shahid et al. (2021) conducted a review focusing on the intersection of climate

change, global warming, and mental health, particularly highlighting the rising

concern of eco-anxiety. Their work emphasized that Pakistan’s climate is highly

vulnerable to extreme weather events such as heatwaves, floods, and droughts,
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which significantly increase the risk of psychological and neurological complica-

tions. The authors outlined that elevated greenhouse gas emissions and anthro-

pogenic activities have intensified global warming, which in turn contributes to

a wide range of mental health issues including depression, anxiety, mood swings,

dementia, post-traumatic stress, and schizophrenia. Vulnerable groups, partic-

ularly in developing countries like Pakistan, were reported to be at heightened

risk due to socioeconomic disadvantages, poverty, and insufficient emergency pre-

paredness. The study also noted the recent surge in media attention towards

eco-anxiety since 2017, particularly among young individuals, and discussed how

different eco-emotions such as eco-anxiety, eco-depression, and eco-anger influence

human health and collective action differently. Although eco-anxiety often mani-

fests in non-clinical forms, the authors acknowledged that pathological levels are

also evident in certain populations. Shahid et al. (2021) further stressed the impor-

tance of introducing eco-frameworks, public awareness initiatives, and sustainable

practices such as reducing fossil-fuel dependency to mitigate both environmen-

tal degradation and its associated mental health impacts. Despite these valuable

contributions, the study highlighted a lack of systematic and empirical research

in Pakistan regarding the direct link between climate change and psychological

outcomes. Particularly, there is insufficient data documenting the prevalence and

manifestations of eco-anxiety and related disorders in Pakistani populations. This

gap underscores the need for more region-specific investigations to provide cultur-

ally relevant insights and inform national policies and interventions.

A recent study by Shujaat et al. (2024) explored the psychological associations

between eco-anxiety, eco-grief, and environmental attitudes among young adults

in the Malakand district of Pakistan. Using a correlational design with a sam-

ple of 200 participants, the study reported strong positive correlations between

eco-anxiety and environmental attitudes, and between eco-grief and environmen-

tal attitudes. Importantly, gender differences were observed, with females scoring

significantly higher on eco-grief, indicating a stronger affective engagement with

environmental loss. These findings highlight that climate-related emotions, of-

ten perceived as distressing, can also foster positive environmental attitudes by
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deepening individuals’ emotional connection with nature. In line with earlier con-

ceptualizations by Clayton (2020) and Pihkala (2018), the results suggest that

eco-anxiety and eco-grief are not merely pathological responses but can function

adaptively, motivating pro-environmental behavior and commitment to sustain-

ability. This empirical evidence from Pakistan further contributes to the global

discourse by situating climate emotions in a South Asian cultural context, under-

scoring the role of socio-demographic factors such as gender and socioeconomic

status. However, the reliance on convenience sampling and a limited geographic

focus also suggests the need for broader, nationally representative research to gen-

eralize findings.

The research is conducted to examine the role of social media use, psychological

distress, and knowledge, attitudes, and practices related to COVID-19 among the

general population of Pakistan during the early phase of the pandemic. Conducted

in Multan between April and May 2020, the study employed a cross-sectional de-

sign with a sample of 800 respondents, focusing on gender differences in knowl-

edge, mental health, and preventive behaviors. Findings revealed that while men

scored higher in COVID-19-related knowledge, women demonstrated more posi-

tive attitudes and precautionary practices, though they also reported significantly

higher levels of anxiety, depression, and stress. The regression analysis showed

that knowledge, attitudes, and practices were strong predictors of psychological

distress, with female gender associated with greater vulnerability to anxiety and

depression, and social media use emerging as a predictor of stress. These findings

highlight the dual role of social media as both an essential source of information

and a potential contributor to psychological distress during health crises. The

study emphasized that gender remains a key determinant of psychological out-

comes and health-related behaviors in Pakistan, reflecting broader cultural and

social dynamics. The authors concluded that strengthening health education,

countering misinformation on social media, and designing gender-sensitive inter-

ventions are essential for reducing the psychological burden of pandemics Rizwan

et al. (2021).

Abbas et al. (2025) conducted a research to explore the psychological consequences
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of climate change by examining the relationship between climate anxiety and so-

lastalgia among university students in Pakistan. The authors aimed to investigate

how persistent worry about global ecological decline (climate anxiety) and the dis-

tress experienced due to the degradation of one’s familiar environment (solastal-

gia) intersect to influence mental health outcomes. The study was carried out on

a sample of 300 university students aged 18–26 years, using a quantitative, cross-

sectional design. Standardized measures were employed, including the Climate

Anxiety Scale (CAS), the Scale of Solastalgia (SOS), and the Environmental Per-

ceived Threat Scale (EPTS), to assess the extent to which climate-related worry

and environmental degradation contribute to psychological distress. By situating

the research within the Pakistani context, the authors addressed a significant gap,

as most prior studies have been concentrated in Western countries.

The findings revealed significant positive associations between climate anxiety

and solastalgia, and between climate anxiety and perceived environmental threat.

However, the relationship between solastalgia and environmental threat was weak

and statistically non-significant (r = .075, p = .098). Regression analysis further

indicated that climate anxiety was a significant predictor of solastalgia, whereas

perceived environmental threat did not contribute meaningfully to the model,

with the predictors jointly accounting for 4.7% of the variance. These results

highlight that emotional responses to climate change, such as anxiety, may play

a stronger role than cognitive perceptions of environmental threat in shaping so-

lastalgia. The study underscores the importance of recognizing climate-related

psychological distress within the Pakistani higher education context, emphasizing

the need for culturally sensitive interventions, resilience-building strategies, and

the integration of eco-psychological perspectives into mental health services. In

doing so, it contributes to the emerging literature on environmental psychology in

the Global South and reinforces the urgency of addressing climate change not only

as an ecological crisis but also as a pressing mental health concern Abbas et al.

(2025).

The study conducted by Sohail et al. (2025) to explore the wide-ranging effects

of climate change on children and youth in urban areas of Pakistan, with a par-

ticular emphasis on their physical health, psychological wellbeing, and academic
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performance. The authors aimed to identify both the direct and indirect path-

ways through which environmental degradation and extreme weather events affect

younger populations, as well as to examine potential adaptation and mitigation

strategies that could enhance resilience among this vulnerable group. The study re-

vealed that children and youth are disproportionately impacted by climate change

because of their developmental stage, physiological vulnerability, and dependence

on social and environmental conditions Sohail et al. (2025). Findings indicated a

noticeable rise in respiratory illnesses linked to worsening air quality and pollu-

tion, while extreme heat waves contributed to dehydration, fatigue, and reduced

opportunities for outdoor play and exercise. Psychologically, young people were

found to experience significant distress in the form of anxiety, restlessness, sleep

disturbances, and worry about the future, reflecting a growing phenomenon of

climate-related mental health concerns. These observations are consistent with

global evidence suggesting that climate change not only threatens physical health

but also fosters eco-anxiety, depression, and trauma in children and adolescents

Clayton (2020).

Importantly, the study also demonstrated that disruptions in educational rou-

tines are becoming a serious consequence of climate change in Pakistan. Frequent

absenteeism caused by smog, flooding, and high temperatures was reported to

negatively affect academic engagement, concentration, and overall performance

among youth Sohail et al. (2025). Such academic setbacks, when combined with

health-related challenges, create a compounded burden that limits developmen-

tal opportunities and long-term wellbeing. The authors further stressed that the

unequal socioeconomic conditions in urban Pakistan exacerbate these challenges,

as children from low-income households face greater exposure to climate-induced

risks while having fewer coping resources. The findings highlight climate change

as not only an environmental or ecological threat but also as a major public health

and educational issue that disproportionately impacts the younger generation. The

authors concluded that urgent policy-level responses are required, including the im-

plementation of school-based awareness programs, youth-centered mental health

interventions, and improved urban planning to mitigate the impact of environ-

mental stressors. By drawing attention to the interplay of health, education, and
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psychological resilience, this study provides a strong foundation for understanding

eco-anxiety and related psychological phenomena among Pakistani youth, and it

underscores the need for future research that investigates the long-term psycho-

logical impacts of climate change on developing populations.

Azam (2022) examined the relationship between spiritual intelligence and psy-

chological distress, including anxiety, depression, and stress, among adults living

in Pakistan during the COVID-19 pandemic. The primary aim was to explore

whether spiritual intelligence could serve as a protective factor or coping mecha-

nism during an unprecedented crisis that disrupted nearly all aspects of daily life,

from health and education to employment and financial stability. Using a correla-

tional cross-sectional design, the researchers collected data from 200 participants

aged 18 to 55 years (M = 25.15, SD = 5.56) through an online survey distributed

via social media platforms. Standardized measures were employed, including the

Depression, Anxiety, and Stress Scale and the Spiritual Intelligence Self-Inventory,

which assesses domains such as critical thinking, discovery of personal meaning,

spiritual awareness, and conscious development. Results revealed that participants

reported significantly high levels of psychological distress, with strong positive cor-

relations found between depression, anxiety, and stress. However, contrary to the

researchers’ expectations, no significant association was found between spiritual

intelligence and psychological distress, suggesting that higher levels of spiritual

intelligence did not buffer against mental health difficulties in this sample Azam

(2022).

The findings further highlighted gender differences, with men reporting signifi-

cantly higher levels of depression and anxiety compared to women, although no

gender-based differences were observed in stress or spiritual intelligence. These

results add nuance to the broader literature that often emphasizes the protec-

tive role of spirituality in times of crisis by suggesting that spiritual intelligence

alone may not always translate into reduced psychological distress, especially in

the context of a global pandemic marked by uncertainty and limited resources.

The study underscores the widespread impact of COVID-19 on mental health in

Pakistan and points to the necessity of incorporating psychological interventions

and community-based supports as part of pandemic response strategies. At the
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same time, it opens avenues for further research on how contextual factors such as

cultural practices, socioeconomic status, and religious coping styles interact with

spiritual intelligence in shaping psychological outcomes during crises. By docu-

menting the prevalence of distress and examining its association with spiritual

intelligence, this study contributes important empirical evidence to understand-

ing the complex role of spirituality in mental health within the Pakistani context

Azam (2022).

Hussain et al. (2023) conducted a comparative study to examine spiritual intel-

ligence, resilience, and mental health among Pakistani university students with

different academic majors, specifically contrasting those pursuing Islamic studies

with those from non-religion-focused disciplines. The study employed a purposive

sampling method with a total of 200 participants (137 women, 63 men) aged 20–25

years (M = 22.59, SD = 2.56), equally divided between Islamic studies majors and

non-majors. Standardized tools including the Spiritual Intelligence Self-Report In-

ventory, Brief Resilience Scale, and Depression Anxiety Stress Scale,, were admin-

istered in Urdu translations. Statistical analyses (t-tests) revealed that students

majoring in Islamic studies scored significantly higher on overall spiritual intelli-

gence as well as on its subdomains—critical existential thinking, personal meaning

production, transcendental awareness, and conscious state expansion. Conversely,

students from non-religious disciplines reported significantly higher levels of de-

pression, anxiety, and stress. No significant group differences were observed in

resilience, suggesting that resilience may be shaped by factors beyond academic

specialization, such as cultural, social, or personal experiences.

The findings highlight the role of academic exposure to religious teachings in nur-

turing spiritual intelligence and fostering mental well-being. Students majoring

in Islamic studies demonstrated stronger existential reflection and transcendental

awareness, which the authors attributed to curriculum content centered around

philosophy, mysticism, and scriptural interpretation. This is consistent with pre-

vious research suggesting that religious or spiritual frameworks offer individuals

meaning-making strategies that reduce psychological distress and strengthen cop-

ing Anwar and Rana (2024). The absence of group differences in resilience aligns

with arguments that resilience is a multidimensional construct, often shaped by
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diverse life experiences and contextual factors, rather than solely by academic

or religious orientation. Importantly, the observed gender distribution and the

predominance of middle socioeconomic status in the sample may have influenced

resilience outcomes, given evidence that social support and cultural resources con-

tribute to adaptive coping.

Overall, this study contributes to the understanding of how spirituality, as shaped

by religious education, impacts mental health in the Pakistani context. By show-

ing that students immersed in Islamic studies reported lower depression, anxiety,

and stress, the research underscores the potential role of spiritual intelligence as

a buffer against psychological distress, though not necessarily as a determinant

of resilience. The findings hold practical implications for curriculum design and

mental health promotion, suggesting that integrating spiritual or meaning-oriented

education could enhance students’ well-being. For the present thesis, these re-

sults are particularly relevant as they situate spiritual intelligence as an important

psychosocial factor that interacts with mental health outcomes in young adults,

thereby offering parallels to the role of spirituality in moderating the effects of

stressors such as eco-anxiety on psychological distress Hussain et al. (2023).

The study conducted by Meo et al. (2025) is to investigate the psychological costs

of climate change, with a specific focus on its association with anxiety among ado-

lescents and young adults in Pakistan, representing the Global South. Employing

a cross-sectional survey design, the authors collected data from 760 participants

drawn from schools, colleges, and universities in Rawalpindi, using the Hogg Eco-

Anxiety Scale (HEAS) as the primary measure of affective responses to climate

change. The study revealed that climate change generates a tangible psycholog-

ical burden on young populations, with eco-anxiety presenting as a measurable

outcome of environmental uncertainty. Findings demonstrated a moderate, pos-

itive, and statistically significant association between age and affective anxiety,

with older students experiencing higher levels of eco-anxiety than younger ones.

Socioeconomic disparities further shaped responses, as participants from higher-

income groups reported elevated levels of affective anxiety, suggesting that greater

access to information and resources may heighten awareness of climate risks and,
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consequently, distress. Similarly, graduate students were found to have the high-

est mean levels of affective anxiety, followed by those at college and university

levels, indicating that greater educational attainment and exposure to climate

discourse may amplify feelings of vulnerability. By contrast, gender differences

were nonsignificant, implying that climate change anxiety transcends male and

female categories within this context. Importantly, the authors underscored that

although moderate levels of eco-anxiety were observed, the disparities based on

age, education, and income highlight the uneven psychological impacts of climate

change across demographic groups.

Notably, in their discussion, Meo et al. (2025) emphasizes the absence of highly

visible youth climate leaders in Pakistan and the Global South, drawing atten-

tion to the symbolic role of figures like Greta Thunberg. They argue that the

presence of such activists in Western contexts has amplified eco-anxiety into orga-

nized advocacy, while in countries like Pakistan, the lack of similar figures leaves

much of this psychological burden internalized. This recognition underscores the

need not only for psychological interventions but also for structural and social

mechanisms that transform climate-related anxiety into collective resilience and

action. These findings hold particular significance for the present study, as they

situate eco-anxiety within the broader landscape of social and informational ex-

posure, illustrating how media narratives and the visibility of climate leadership

can intensify or mitigate psychological distress in youth Meo et al. (2025).

Carasso Romano et al. (2025) aims to investigate how ecological anxiety is related

to both individual-level and collective-level pro-environmental behaviors. Unlike

earlier studies that primarily focused on the pathological consequences of climate-

related distress, this study sought to determine whether ecological anxiety can

also act as a motivating factor for adaptive environmental engagement. Drawing

on a sample of 224 participants, most of whom were actively affiliated with envi-

ronmental groups, the authors employed a cross-sectional design and administered

validated questionnaires assessing ecological anxiety, personal pro-environmental

practices such as recycling, waste reduction, and sustainable consumption, as well

as collective actions including climate advocacy, participation in environmental
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movements, and policy-oriented initiatives. The findings revealed significant pos-

itive correlations between ecological anxiety and both personal and collective be-

haviors, but the association was more robust for collective environmental actions,

highlighting the potential of eco-anxiety to serve as a driving force for activism

rather than remaining solely a source of psychological burden. Regression anal-

yses further demonstrated that ecological anxiety independently predicted col-

lective environmental engagement, even after controlling for personal behavioral

factors, suggesting that individuals who experience heightened distress about cli-

mate change are more likely to translate this concern into collective action aimed

at systemic change Carasso Romano et al. (2025).

These findings resonate with Environmental Identity Theory, which asserts that

when individuals integrate environmental issues into their sense of self, they be-

come both more sensitive to climate threats and more motivated to act in ways

that protect the environment Clayton (2020). Moreover, the study builds on prior

work emphasizing the role of eco-anxiety as a “functional” emotion, capable of mo-

bilizing individuals toward positive change when accompanied by coping resources

and perceived collective efficacy. For instance, personal behaviors may help reduce

anxiety by creating a sense of individual control, while collective actions provide

social validation, solidarity, and the perception that one’s efforts contribute to

broader systemic outcomes. The authors argue that ecological anxiety, therefore,

should not be understood solely through a deficit model that frames it as a form

of psychological dysfunction; rather, it can be reconceptualized as a motivational

resource that bridges individual concern with collective activism. This insight car-

ries important implications not only for policy-makers and climate educators but

also for psychologists, who may view eco-anxiety as an entry point for therapeu-

tic interventions that channel distress into constructive engagement. In sum, the

study highlights the dual nature of ecological anxiety, demonstrating that while

it reflects genuine psychological vulnerability, it also has the potential to energize

pro-environmental behaviors, particularly at the collective level where systemic

change is most needed Carasso Romano et al. (2025).

The research is conducted by Shrestha (2025) with the central aim of analyzing
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global warming from a dual perspective, combining scientific evidence with spiri-

tual philosophy, in order to propose a more comprehensive response to the climate

crisis. The study set out to explore not only the physical and environmental causes

of climate change such as deforestation, industrialization, fossil fuel combustion,

and unsustainable consumer practices—but also the failure of development strate-

gies that prioritize economic growth at the expense of ecological balance. In terms

of findings, the author underscores that global warming is intensifying natural

disasters, disrupting weather patterns, and threatening biodiversity, with severe

implications for human survival. Scientific reports, such as those of the Intergov-

ernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC), are highlighted to stress the urgency

of limiting temperature rise to 1.5°C above pre-industrial levels, as failure to do

so may result in irreversible ecological damage. At the same time, the study

emphasizes that while technological solutions—such as renewable energy, green

infrastructure, and innovations like quantum batteries—are necessary, they are

not sufficient on their own, since climate change is also rooted in human values,

behaviors, and attitudes toward consumption and the environment.

A particularly distinctive contribution of this study is its integration of spirituality

and meditation as tools for climate action. Shrestha argues that meditation, when

understood through Vedic philosophy, can shift human consciousness by aligning

individual behavior with universal ecological principles, thereby reducing destruc-

tive practices and promoting collective responsibility. By framing climate change

as not only a scientific and political challenge but also a moral and psychological

one, the study expands the discourse on climate change beyond technological and

policy solutions, emphasizing the role of human transformation. Furthermore, the

authoe Shrestha (2025) draws attention to issues of global justice, noting that de-

veloped countries, due to their historical responsibility for emissions, must provide

financial and technological support to developing countries that bear the brunt of

climate change despite contributing the least to the problem.

Despite these valuable insights, the study leaves an important research gap. While

it convincingly argues for the integration of scientific and spiritual approaches, it

does not empirically examine the psychological consequences of climate change,

such as eco-anxiety, climate distress, or their impact on younger generations. The
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role of media exposure, for example, is not investigated in shaping climate-related

emotions, nor does the study provide data-driven evidence on how meditation tan-

gibly reduces eco-anxiety or fosters pro-environmental behavior. This gap under-

scores the need for empirical research that moves beyond philosophical arguments

to measurable outcomes. The present study addresses this limitation by focus-

ing directly on the psychological impact of climate change in Pakistan’s youth

population, examining how media exposure contributes to eco-anxiety and psy-

chological distress, and how protective factors such as spiritual intelligence and

pro-environmental behaviors may buffer these effects Shrestha (2025).

These studies collectively highlight the increasing recognition of eco-anxiety as a

significant issue, particularly among younger generations, and emphasize the com-

plex relationship between environmental stressors, media exposure, and individual

responses.

However, they also reveal several gaps in the literature, particularly the lack of

research on the specific impacts of eco-anxiety in low- and middle-income countries

such as Pakistan, where youth experience both direct and indirect consequences

of climate change Hickman et al. (2021) & Ogunbode et al. (2022). Additionally,

further investigation is needed into the role of spiritual intelligence in managing

eco-anxiety and promoting pro-environmental behaviors, a topic that remains un-

derexplored in existing research. Addressing these gaps would provide a more

comprehensive understanding of eco-anxiety and its psychological, social, and be-

havioral dimensions across diverse contexts.

2.1 Theoretical Framework

According to Brehm (2012), Behavioral Constraint Theory, first introduced by

Brehm in 1966, posits that people feel psychological reactance and distress when

they sense a loss of control over their surroundings.. The study was grounded in

Behavior constraint theory, which provided the theoretical framework as it is linked

to all the variables of the current study. Within this framework, the media ex-

posure to climate change acts as an environmental constraint, potentially causing
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frustration, helplessness, distress, and provoking anxious thoughts in Gen Z ndivid-

uals in Pakistan. This perspective aligned with previous implementations of BCT,

indicating that exposure to disturbing content through media caused psychological

distress in young individuals. While not all external influences automatically act

as constraints, repeated exposure to events perceived as uncontrollable can create

a sense of restricted agency. In the context of climate change, media exposure

to crisis-related news may serve as such a constraint. Alarming and persistent

coverage of floods, heatwaves, and air pollution can heighten awareness but simul-

taneously reinforce perceptions that these challenges lie beyond individual control

(Kong & Zeng, 2023). When exposure repeatedly emphasizes uncontrollability, in-

dividuals may begin to experience emotional strain consistent with psychological

reactance (Wortman & Brehm, 1975). This reactance may manifest as eco-anxiety,

defined as heightened worry and apprehension about environmental decline. It also

indicates that when individuals continuously encounter the same situations with-

out a perceived opportunity to regain control, they may eventually stop trying

to change the situation, which can cause heightened emotional responses, such

as eco-anxiety. This despairing feeling enhances eco-anxiety and can lead to be-

havioral disengagement. Individuals emotionally detached themselves from the

environmental problems and stopped doing things for the betterment of their en-

vironment.

Consequently, this may cause psychological distress when prolonged eco-anxiety

goes untreated, which then leads to psychological distress in young individuals

(Cosh et al., 2024). BCT explained psychological distress as an emotional toll

as a result of continuous reactance and loss of control. However, BCT also ac-

knowledged that not every person remains passive; some individuals attempt to

regain that control by engaging in active coping strategies. In this research, pro-

environmental behavior has been considered one of such reactions, a possibility

for individuals to regain the sense of agency and act meaningfully in the time of

ecological crisis. Through sustainable actions, individuals may mitigate psycho-

logical distress by taking part in environmental actions for the betterment of their

environment.
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This study also examined the moderating role of Spiritual intelligence in the re-

lationship between media exposure and psychological distress. Taking into con-

sideration the model of control proposed by Averill (1973), including behavioral,

cognitive, and decision control, Spiritual intelligence was considered as a cogni-

tive factor that helps individuals to reinterpret the environmental constraints,

find meaning, and help to cope with emotional strain. Individuals with higher

spiritual intelligence have characteristics like hope, purpose, and environmental

interconnectedness. Cai et al. (2023) explained such characteristics in research

and indicated they may promote psychological stability, reduce distress, and en-

courage sustained engagement in PEB. Spiritual Intelligence also fits the way BCT

is concerned about perceived control through adaptive responses.

Altogether, this framework conceptualized media exposure as a constraint that

decrease the perceived control and triggered psychological reactance and emo-

tional strain, which are linked with eco-anxiety and psychological distress. Pro-

environmental behavior acted as a sense of regaining control, and Spiritual intelli-

gence as a protective variable, which enhanced resilience and acted as a perceived

control. This theoretical framework helps to understand the psychological dynam-

ics of climate-related distress and coping mechanisms among Gen-Z individuals.

2.2 Rationale

This study examined the association between media exposure, eco-anxiety, psy-

chological distress, pro-environmental behavior, and spiritual intelligence among

Gen-Z in Pakistan. Several climate changes as observed in Pakistan have occurred

repeatedly and involve the extreme weather conditions of the heatwaves, heavy

rains, unpredictable monsoon patterns, hailstorms, floods, and melting glaciers,

causing damage to infrastructure, agriculture, and human lives (Hussain et al.,

2025). In these aspects, understanding the emotional and behavioral responses of

Gen-Z who are not only the future potential stakeholders but are also immensely

involved in and alert about the news about climate change via media, is becoming

increasingly significant. According to previous research studies, young individuals

who are exposed to disturbing ecological news online can become more eco-anxious
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and express this anxiety either through pro-environmental behaviors or emotional

exhaustion and distress (Tsevreni et al., 2023). However, most researches were

being done in high-income countries, in LMIC like Pakistan, where institutional

support is limited mental health issues are increasing, and cultural, socioeconomic,

and political factors are different, which shape perceptions of environmental issues

and mental health (Coffey et al., 2021). So, there is a crucial need to addressed

these issues in developing country like Pakistan as well.

Although the existing literature studied the eco-anxiety, but most of them exam-

ined its relationship with pro-environmental behaviors, mental problems, but this

relationship had not been fully explored within Pakistani context (Cosh et al.,

2024). Also, one of the existing studies showed the weaken relationship between

climate anxiety and pro-environmental behaviors in Pakistan (Ogunbode et al.,

2022), this highlighted a remarkable question that how emotional responses to en-

vironmental fear turns into sustainable actions. This study is designed to fill those

gaps by exploring the mediating role of eco-anxiety in the relationship between

media exposure and psychological distress, and also investigating the moderating

role of pro-environmental behavior in the relationship between media exposure,

eco-anxiety, and psychological distress.

Importantly, this study introduced Spiritual intelligence as a moderating variable

that helps to explain whether SI will mitigate or buffer the relationship between

media exposure and psychological distress. Previous literature primarily focused

on the climate-anxiety and its psychological impact. Introducing a protective vari-

able will help individuals to understand how to cope with these anxiety-provoking

situations and reduce the psychological distress induced by the media.

Overall, this study provided a culturally relevant and psychologically significant

insight how young individuals in Pakistan are emotionally affected by climate-

related challenges and how they attempt to manage them. By exploring these

variables, the findings of this study contributes to a deeper understanding of eco-

anxiety and support the development of more focused, resilience-based coping

strategies that may help individuals to cope with environmental burdens and its

psychological impact.
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2.3 Proposed Hypotheses of the Study

H1: There will be a significant positive relationship between media exposure and

psychological distress.

H2: Media exposure will be positively related to psychological distress through

the mediating effect of eco-anxiety.

H3: Spiritual intelligence will moderate the association between media exposure

and psychological distress.

H4: Pro-environmental behaviors will moderate the relationship between media

exposure, eco-anxiety, and psychological distress.

H5: There will be gender differences in the relationships between media exposure,

eco-anxiety, pro-environmental behavior, and psychological distress.
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Research Methodology

3.1 Research Design

This study employed a quantitative, correlational research design to examine the

relationships between media exposure, eco-anxiety, psychological distress, and pro-

environmental behaviors among Gen Z, with spiritual intelligence as a moderating

variable.

3.2 Population and Sample

The population for this study consists of Gen Z individuals (individuals born be-

tween 1997 and 2012). The sample was drawn from university, college, and school

students and young adults within the twin cities of Islamabad and Rawalpindi.

The sample size consisted of 300 participants.

3.2.1 Inclusion Criteria

Participants must meet the following criteria to be included in the study:

• Active social media users.

33
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3.2.2 Exclusion Criteria

The following individuals were excluded from the study:

• Individuals with any physical disabilities.

3.3 Sampling Technique

Participants were recruited using a purposive sampling technique through educa-

tional institutions.

3.4 Measures

3.4.1 Spiritual Intelligence Self-Report Inventory

The Spiritual Intelligence Self-Report Inventory (SISRI-24), developed by King

(2008), measures spiritual intelligence across four subscales: Critical Existential

Thinking (CET), Personal Meaning Production (PMP), Transcendental Aware-

ness (TA), and Conscious State Expansion (CSE). It consists of 24 items, with

total scores ranging from 0 to 96, where higher scores indicate greater spiritual

intelligence. The scale has a strong Cronbach’s alpha reliability, which is 0.95.

The scale is suitable for participants age range of 17 to 59.

3.4.2 Kessler Psychological Distress Scale

The Kessler-10 (K10) was created by (Kessler et al., 1992). It is a 10-item self-

report questionnaire that measures psychological distress based on anxiety and

depressive symptoms over the past 30 days. It uses a 5-point Likert scale, with

scores ranging from 0 to 50, where higher scores indicate greater distress. The

scale shows strong Cronbach’s alpha reliability, which is 0.895. The scale can be

used for individuals over 18 years.
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3.4.3 Hogg Eco-Anxiety Scale

The Hogg Eco-Anxiety Scale (Hogg et al., 2021) is a 13-item scale measuring eco-

anxiety across four dimensions: emotional symptoms, rumination, behavior, and

anxiety about environmental impact. Items are rated on a 4-point scale from 0

(not at all) to 3 (nearly every day). The scale shows strong reliability, which is

0.82.

3.4.4 Pro-environmental Behavior Scale

The Pro-environmental Behavior Scale (PEB Scale) was developed by Larson et al.

(2015). The scale measures pro-environmental behaviors in four domains, such as

conservation lifestyle, land stewardship, social environmentalism, and environmen-

tal citizenship. It represents a 5-point Likert scale of responses between ”Never”

to ”Very often.” It also indicates good internal consistency, with Cronbach’s alpha

at 0.839. The scale is designed for adults.

3.4.5 Media and Information Exposure Scale

Ogunbode et al. (2022) uses Media and Information exposure scale to determine

the responses to the climate change information via four sections: (1) Attention

to Climate Change Information, ranging from ”None” to ”A lot”; (2) Informa-

tion Source, measuring frequency of exposure via TV, social media, and personal

contacts; (3) Information Content, focusing on topics like causes, impacts, and

solutions; and (4) Information Valence, evaluating reactions from ”Negative” to

”Positive” or ”Pessimistic” to ”Optimistic.” The scale demonstrates strong relia-

bility (Cronbach’s alpha = 0.87) and targets adult populations.

3.5 Procedure

In this study, permission was obtained from university authorities to recruit par-

ticipants from universities, colleges, and schools in Islamabad and Rawalpindi.

Participants will be informed about the study’s purpose. They were assured that
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their data would be used solely for research purposes and kept confidential. A

sample of 300 university, college, and school students was invited to participate.

Informed consent was collected from each participant, highlighting their right to

withdraw from the study at any time without any consequences. Participants

completed a survey that included the Spiritual Intelligence Self-Report Inventory

(SISRI-24), Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10), Hogg Eco-Anxiety Scale,

media exposure scale, and the Pro-environmental Behavior Scale (PEB Scale).

The data collected was anonymized, and participants were assured of the confi-

dentiality of their responses. The data was analyzed using IBM SPSS-27 to assess

the relationships and the moderating role of spiritual intelligence.

3.6 Ethical Consideration

Participants were provided informed consent, with a full explanation of the study’s

purpose, potential risks, and the confidentiality of their data. Participation was

entirely voluntary, and participants were made aware of their right to withdraw

from the study at any time without consequences. Data was anonymized and

securely stored, with access limited to the researcher.

3.7 Data Analyses

The data was analyzed using the Statistical Package of Social Sciences (SPSS) 27.

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize demographic information and key

variables. To examine the relationships between variables, Pearson’s correlation

was employed. The Hayes Process Macro was testing the mediating effect of eco-

anxiety and also assessing the moderating effect of spiritual intelligence on the

variables. Gender differences were tested using Mann-Whitney U test to explore

variations in the study variables between male and female participants.
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Results

This chapter presents the results of the present study, including demographic

statistics for the demographic variables, descriptives, psychometric properties of

the scales in terms of Cronbach’s alpha reliabilities, and inferential statistics in

terms of Spearman’s rho correlation, Mann-Whitney U test for gender differences,

Moderation analysis, and moderated mediation analysis.

Table 4.1 explains the demographics of the participants. The sample size consisted

of 300 participants with approximately equal gender distribution. Of these, 154

(51.3%) males and 146 (48.7%) females. The percentage of participants presented

a younger population, as the majority are young adults with age ranges 19 to 21

(n=110, 36.7%) and 22 to 26 (n=151, 50.3%). The smaller portion of participants

lies between the age ranges of 13 to 15 (n=3, 1.0%) and 16 to 18 (n=36, 12.0%).

These percentages showed that most participants are in the age range of late ado-

lescents and young adults. The study mainly focused on those who actively used

social media. Previous studies also indicated that individuals in late adolescence

and young adulthood are more actively engaged in social media and more aware

of environmental concerns. In terms of educational level, a large number of par-

ticipants were undergraduate students (n=187, 62.3%), a significant portion were

postgraduates (n=72, 24.0%), and a small portion of participants were intermedi-

ate (n=38, 12.7%), and only a few of the participants were in matriculation (n=2,

0.7%), and middle school (n=1, 0.3%).
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4.1 Frequencies and Percentages of Demographic

variables

Table 4.1: Frequencies and Percentages of Demographic variables (N=300

Variable Category F %

Gender Male 154 51.3

Female 146 48.7

Age 13–15 3 1.0

16–18 36 12.0

19–21 110 36.7

22–26 151 50.3

Education Middle School 1 0.3

Matriculation 2 0.7

Intermediate 38 12.7

Undergraduate 187 62.3

Postgraduate 72 24.0

Socioeconomic Status Lower Class 2 0.7

Middle Class 226 75.3

Upper Class 72 24.0

Exposure to Media Yes 300 100.0

No – –

Media Engagement Frequency Rarely (¡1 hour) 10 3.3

Occasionally (1–2 hours/day) 21 7.0

Frequently (3–5 hours/day) 151 50.3

Very Frequently (¿5 hours/day) 118 39.3

Most Used Media Platform Social Media (Instagram, Face-
book, TikTok)

269 89.7

Online News Website 16 5.3

Television 1 0.3

YouTube 14 4.7

Note. F = Frequencies; % = Percentages. N = 300.
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The data suggested that the majority of the participants were educated and mature

enough to understand the questionnaire and provided relevant data.

Regarding the socioeconomic status, the data showed that the majority of the

participants belonged to the middle class (n=226, 75.3%), a smaller portion of the

participants came from the upper class (n=72, 24.0%), and very few of them came

from the lower class (n=2, 0.7%). This distribution indicated that mainly most of

the participants have sufficient resources and have greater access to educational

and informational resources.

All participants (n=300, 100%) reported exposure to some form of media, not

only limited to social media but including television, online websites, articles, news,

YouTube etc. participants were asked to in which media platform they spend most

of their time, majority of them reported social media (n=269, 89.7% ), smaller

number of participants spend time on online news websites (n=16, 5.3%), television

(n=1, .3%), and YouTube (n=14, 4.7% ). When asked about the frequency of their

media engagement, more than half of the participants reported frequently (n=151,

50.3%), a significant number of participants stated very frequently (n=118, 39.3%),

and few of them engaged in media occasionally (n=21, 7.0%) or rarely (n=10,

3.3%). The study shows that participants who spend more time on social media

tend to stay better informed about current events.

4.2 Descriptives and Reliability analysis

Table 4.2 explains the descriptives and reliabilities of the variables. The Eco-

Anxiety scale demonstrated the mean score of 17.9 (SD=7.09) and the Cronbach

alpha reliability was found 0.88, indicating a high internal consistency. The actual

range of EA is similar to the potential range, showed the full utilization of the

scale. The skewness (.01) and kurtosis (.02) values lie under the range of normal

distribution but KS value (0.7, p=0.001) is significant and indicates non normal

distribution of the data. This might be due to the large sample size (N=300).

The Pro-environmental behaviour scale indicated the Cronbach’s alpha reliability,

which is 0.79, slightly less from the other measures.
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Table 4.2: Descriptives, Reliability, and Psychometric Properties of Study Scales (N = 300)

Scales Items M SD α Potential Range Actual Range Skewness Kurtosis KS p

EA 13 17.9 7.09 .88 0–39 0–39 .01 .02 .07 .001

PEB 13 34.9 7.50 .79 13–65 13–55 -.29 .31 .89 .000

SI 24 66.9 15.1 .94 24–120 11–96 -.70 1.08 .08 .000

PD 10 27.0 6.13 .84 10–50 10–45 -.26 .11 .09 .000

ME 19 76.9 17.9 .84 19–157 25–154 -.15 1.13 .09 .000

Note. EA = Eco-Anxiety Scale; PEB = Pro-environmental Behaviour Scale; SI = Spiritual Intelligence Scale; PD =
Psychological Distress Scale; ME = Media Exposure Scale; α = Cronbach’s alpha; KS = Kolmogorov–Smirnov test for
normality.
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This could be due to the scale items not being considered good measure in this

particular population, majority of the participants scored low on some items. The

mean score of PEB was 34.5, and the standard deviation was 7.50. The actual

range of the PEB (13-55) also did not reach the potential theoretical maximum

range (13-65) of the scale, representing the likely ceiling effect was not present

in the data. The skewness value (-.29) showed slightly negative skewed, and the

kurtosis value (.31) was suggested an approximately normal distribution. But the

KS value (0.89, p < .001)) was significant, meaning less than 0.05 indicated the

non-normal distribution of the data.

For the Spiritual Intelligence scale SI, the mean score was (66.9) and the stan-

dard deviation was (15.1). The SI scale presented the excellent Cronbach’s alpha

reliability 0.94, indicating a high internal consistency. The actual range of the

scale was (11-96), and the maximum potential range was (120) suggesting the less

representation of highly spiritual intelligence.

The Psychological distress scale (PD) presented the strong reliability (0.84), showed

the greater internal consistency. The mean score of psychological distress scale

was (27.0) and the standard deviation was 6.13. The actual range of the scale was

within the expected limits, which is (10-45).

The Media exposure scale demonstrated the mean score of (76.9) and the standard

deviation of (17.9). The Cronbach’s alpha reliability of the scale was (0.84), repre-

sented the high internal consistency. The actual score range (25-154) exceeded the

potential theoretical maximum range (19-157), which reflected either the extended

response format or the compound scoring method used in the scale. The skewness

value (-.15) was slightly skewed, and the kurtosis value was (1.13), both suggested

the normal distribution of the data. Again, the KS value (.09) of this scale was

significant, and less than 0.001 indicated the non-normal distribution of the data.

4.3 Spearman’s rho Correlation analysis

Table 4.3 explains the Spearman’s rho correlation conducted to examine the rela-

tionship between Media Exposure, Eco-Anxiety, Psychological distress, Spiritual
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Table 4.3: Spearman’s rho Correlations Among Study Variables (N = 300)

Variable 1 2 3 4 5

1. EA –

2. PEB .17** –

3. ME .25** .33** –

4. SI .02 .01 .15** –

5. PD .16** .13* -.02 -.13* –

Note. *p < .05, **p < .01; EA = Eco-Anxiety; PEB
= Pro-environmental Behaviour; ME = Media Expo-
sure; SI = Spiritual Intelligence; PD = Psychological
Distress.

Intelligence, and Pro-environmental behavior in a sample of 300 participants.

The results indicated various significant relationships among the variables. Eco-

Anxiety was found to have a moderate positive relationship with media expo-

sure (r=.25**, p < .01), suggesting that individuals with high media exposure,

mainly with environmentally disturbing content, experience a greater level of eco-

anxiety. Eco-anxiety was also positively associated with Pro-environmental be-

haviors (r=.17**, p < .01), indicating that individuals who experience greater

anxiety and are more concerned about environmental issues feel more obliged to

work for the betterment of the environment and engaged in more sustainable ac-

tions. Similarly, eco-anxiety was positively associated with psychological distress

(r=.16, p < .01). This indicated that individuals who exhibited a higher level of

eco-anxiety are more prone to psychological distress.

Pro-environmental behavior showed a positive relationship with media exposure

(r=.33**, p > .01). This indicated that the more individuals are exposed to

environment-related news through media, the more they are concerned about the

ecological problems and encouraged to adopt environmentally sustainable actions.

PEB demonstrated a weaker but significant correlation with psychological dis-

tress (r=.13, p < .05), suggesting that when people feel pressure or anxiety about

environmental issues and practices, they might feel more emotional toll and psy-

chological strain.
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Interestingly, Spiritual Intelligence tends to have a non-significant relationship

with eco-anxiety (r=.02, p > .05) and pro-environmental behaviour (r=.01, p >

.05). This might be due to individuals with higher spiritual intelligence being more

resilient, open-minded, and having other coping strategies while experiencing dis-

tress and anxious situations. Spiritual intelligence was also negatively associated

with psychological distress (-.13, p < .05). This suggests that spiritually intelligent

individuals may know how to regulate their emotions, and have a better sense of

meaning and acceptance towards life.

Media Exposure did not present a significant association with psychological dis-

tress (r = -.02, p > .05), indicating that exposure to media alone is not sufficient

to predict the level of psychological distress. Other mediating factors may play a

role.

4.4 Mann-Whitney U test for Gender Differences

Table 4.4: Mann–Whitney U Test for Gender Differences (N = 300)

Variables Gender n Mean Rank U Z p

EA
Male 154 144.7 10509.5 -0.977 .329

Female 146 155.5 – – –

PEB
Male 154 152.0 11003.0 -0.319 .750

Female 146 148.8 – – –

ME
Male 154 147.1 10718.0 -0.698 .485

Female 146 154.0 – – –

SI
Male 154 145.9 10546.0 -0.927 .354

Female 146 155.2 – – –

PD
Male 154 156.6 10294.5 -1.26 .206

Female 146 144.0 – – –

Note. EA = Eco-Anxiety; PEB = Pro-environmental Behaviour; ME =
Media Exposure; SI = Spiritual Intelligence; PD = Psychological Distress.

Table 4.4 presents the results of the Mann-Whitney U test. This test was used to

examine the gender-based differences in Eco-Anxiety, Pro-environmental Behav-

ior, Psychological distress, Media Exposure, and Spiritual Intelligence. The non



Results 44

parametric test was conducted as it does not assume normality and appropriate

for comparing two independent groups (male and female).

The results revealed no statistically significant difference among the genders (male

and female). For the eco anxiety, females (mean rank=155.5, n=146) and males

(mean rank=144.7, n=154) did not differ significantly, and the U value was (10509.5),

the Z value was (-.977), and the significance value was greater than 0.05, which is

(.329) shows no gender difference.

Similarly, for Pro-environmental behaviour, the males (mean rank, 152.0, n=154)

and females (mean rank=148.8, n=146), U value was (11003.0), Z value (-.319),

and again the p value was more than 0.05 (.750), indicating no gender difference.

In terms of Spiritual Intelligence, no significant gender difference was found, as

the male (mean rank=145.9, n=154) and female (mean rank=155.2, n=146). The

U value was (10546.0), the Z value (-.927), and the p significance value was >

0.05. Likewise, no statistically significant gender difference was measured in media

exposure, as the demonstrated U value was (10718.0), Z value (-.698), and the

significance p value was (.485), which is again more than 0.05. the males (mean

rank=147.1, n=154) and the females (mean rank=154.0, n=146).

Lastly, for the psychological distress, the p significance value was > 0.05, as the

results show the p value was (.206). The U value was (10294.5), and the Z value

was (-1.26). The significance value represents that there is no gender difference.

The males (mean rank=156.6, n=154) and the females (mean rank=144.0, n=146),

although the male mean rank is higher than the female mean rank, still, there is

no significant gender difference.

4.5 Moderation analysis

Table 4.5 explains the moderation analysis conducted using Hayes’ Process Macro

Model 1 to examine the moderating role of spiritual intelligence between media

exposure and psychological distress. Results showed a significant main effect of

media exposure on psychological distress (B=.15, SE=.07, t=2.02, p=.04). The

p significance value was less than 0.05, which is significant; the results indicated
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Table 4.5: Moderation Analysis (Model 1)

Variables B SE t p

Constant 21.15 5.39 3.92 0.000

ME 0.15 0.07 2.02 0.04

SI 0.09 0.08 1.23 0.21

ME * SI -0.002 0.001 -2.18 0.02

Note. ME = Media Exposure; SI = Spiritual Intelligence; B
= Coefficient; SE = Standard Error; t = Test Statistic; p =
Significance Level.

that individuals with high media exposure experience more psychological distress.

This explains that media exposure is a positive predictor of psychological distress.

These results are consistent with prior studies that highlighted the association

between media exposure and psychological distress (Keles et al., 2019).

Results suggested that the main effect of spiritual intelligence was not statistically

significant (B=.09, SE=.08, t=1.23, p=.21). The significance p value is > .05, in-

dicating that spiritual intelligence does not directly predict psychological distress.

The main results revealed that the interaction is significant (B=-.002, SE=.001,

t=-2.18, p=.02), which means that spiritual intelligence significantly moderates

the relationship between ME and PD (outcome variable). This analysis suggested

that individuals with higher spiritual intelligence tend to experience a lower level

of psychological distress even when they are exposed to negative and distressing

content through media.

The negative sign of the interaction coefficient indicates that spiritual intelligence

acts as a protective and buffering role, which means the higher the spiritual in-

telligence, the more it will effect the relationship between media exposure and

psychological distress. If the relationship between media exposure and psycholog-

ical distress is positive, spiritual intelligence will weaken this relationship.
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Table 4.6: Conditional Effect of ME on PD at Selected Values of SI (N=300)

SI B SE t p LLUI ULCI

11.00 0.12 0.06 1.90 0.05 0.000 0.250

12.17 0.12 0.06 1.90 0.04 0.000 0.245

54.00 0.02 0.02 0.96 0.33 -0.024 0.070

68.00 -0.01 0.01 -0.50 0.61 -0.049 0.029

82.00 -0.04 0.02 -1.60 0.09 -0.094 0.007

96.00 -0.07 0.03 -2.00 0.04 -0.150 -0.002

Note. SI = Spiritual Intelligence; B = unstandardized effect; SE = standard
error; t = test statistic; p = significance level; LLUI = lower limit of the 95%
confidence interval; ULCI = upper limit of the 95% confidence interval.

4.5.1 Conditional Effect

Table 4.5.1 explains the conditional effect analysis, which was conducted to de-

velop a better understanding of the moderating variable at different levels. This

helps to understand the strength and direction of media exposure on psychological

distress at various levels of spiritual intelligence. At a very low level of spiritual

intelligence, media exposure had a positive, significant relationship with psycho-

logical distress (B=.12, SE=.06, t=1.9, p=.05, LLUI=.000, ULCI=.250). This

indicated that individuals with low spiritual intelligence tend to experience more

psychological distress when they are exposed to disturbing content via media.

This effect persisted significantly at SI= 12.17 (B=.12, p=.04), which directed the

lower-bound of the Johnson-Neyman significance region, the main point where the

effect of media exposure changes from statistically significant to non-significant.

As the level of Spiritual Intelligence increases, the effect of ME on PD is reduced

and and becomes non-significant. At the level of 54, SI = (B = .02, SE = .02,

t=.96, .33), and at 68, SI = (B = -.01, SE = .01, t = -.50, p = .61), indicating

that at the moderate and average levels of spiritual intelligence, the ME does not

strongly associate with PD.

At the high level of Spiritual Intelligence, the relationship started to shift towards

the opposite direction; the effect was negative at 82, SI = (B = -.04, p = .09), but
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still showed a non-significant. But at the very high level of Spiritual Intelligence,

that was 96, the media exposure had a statistically significant negative effect on

psychological distress (B=-.07, SE=.03, t=-2.0, p=.04), suggesting that individ-

uals with a higher level of SI may feel low psychological distress even when the

negative media exposure increased. Overall, the findings revealed the buffering

effect of Spiritual intelligence.

4.6 Moderated Mediation Analysis

Table 4.7: Moderated Mediation Analysis (Model 58) (N = 300)

Outcome Predictors B SE t p

EA

Constant -0.08 0.41 -0.21 0.83

ME 0.08 0.02 3.57 0.00

PEB 0.10 0.06 1.85 0.06

ME * PEB 0.00 0.002 0.99 0.32

PD

Constant 27.00 0.34 78.30 0.00

EA 0.22 0.04 4.50 0.00

PEB 0.09 0.04 1.80 0.05

EA * PEB 0.005 0.005 0.97 0.33

ME -0.05 0.02 -2.50 0.01

Note. EA = Eco-Anxiety; PD = Psychological Distress; PEB = Pro-
environmental Behaviors; ME = Media Exposure; B = Unstandardized Coef-
ficient; SE = Standard Error; t = Test Statistic; p = Significance Level.

Table 4.6 presents the analysis of moderated mediation, which was conducted by

using Hayes’ Process Macro model 58. In this model, eco-anxiety was entered as

the mediator between media exposure (independent variable) and psychological

distress (dependent variable). Pro-environmental behavior (PEB) was specified

as the moderator on both the a path (media exposure to eco-anxiety) and the b

path (eco-anxiety to psychological distress).The initial part of the analysis exam-

ined predictors of Eco-anxiety, Media exposure, and Pro-environmental behavior.

Results suggested that the ME was significantly positively associated with EA
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(B=.08, p=.00). These results indicated that individuals who spend more time

on media and consume anxiety-provoking content related to the environment tend

to experience more eco-anxiety. These findings are supported by previous studies

which indicated that higher media exposure leads to greater eco-anxiety (Ogun-

bode et al., 2022).

However, the results PEB*ME revealed the non-significant interaction (B=.00,

SE=.002, t=.99, p=.32), which indicated that PEB does not moderate the rela-

tionship between media exposure and eco-anxiety. These results reject the null

hypothesis.

The second part of the analysis, given in the table, tested the predictors of the

outcome variable psychological distress with eco-anxiety, media exposure, and pro-

environmental behavior. The results indicated that eco-anxiety significant positive

predictor of psychological distress (B=.22, p=.00), suggesting that the mediating

effect is present. Individuals who have higher eco-anxiety are more likely to ex-

perience psychological distress. These findings are supported by previous studies

and support he hypothesis. Again, the interaction EA*PEB was not statistically

significant (B=.005, SE=.005,t=.97, p=.33) and indicated no moderation effect on

the association between eco-anxiety and psychological distress. The direct effect

of ME on PD was significant p < .05.

Overall, the mediation path showed significant results and approved the hypothe-

sis, whereas both moderation paths a and b was non-significant and rejected the

hypothesis. These results are not aligned with the study conducted by Doyle, K.

(2024), which suggested that individual with high eco-anxiety are more engage in

PEB.

4.6.1 Conditional Indirect Effect

Table 4.6.1 explains the conditional indirect effect of media exposure on psycho-

logical distress through eco-anxiety at different levels of PEB. At every level of

PEB, the indirect effect was statistically significant as the 95% confidence interval

did not contain zero. And, also the values of indirect effect were .01 at the low

level of PEB, .02 at the mean level of PEB, and .02 at the high level of PEB.
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Table 4.8: Conditional Indirect Effect of ME on PD via EA at Different Levels
of PEB

PEB Level Indirect Effect BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI

Low (-1 SD = -7.50) 0.01 0.009 0.001 0.03

Mean (0.00) 0.02 0.008 0.006 0.03

High (+1 SD = 7.50) 0.02 0.013 0.004 0.05

Note. PEB = Pro-environmental Behavior; BootSE = Bootstrapped Standard Error;
BootLLCI = Bootstrapped Lower Limit Confidence Interval; BootULCI = Bootstrapped
Upper Limit Confidence Interval.

The results highlight that the media exposure significantly predicted a higher level

of psychological distress through the mediating effect of eco-anxiety, regardless of

one’s level of pro-environmental behavior.

However, it is important to interpret these findings carefully, as the moderation

was not statistically significant in the previous analysis (Table 2). And these

indirect effects, although meaningful, do not show a significant interaction effect.

Also, the conditional effect changes slightly by moderation level, but they are not

strong enough to confirm the presence of a moderated mediation effect.

4.6.2 Pairwise Contrast Between Conditional Indirect Ef-

fects

Table 4.6.2 presents the pairwise contrast between the conditional indirect effect at

different levels of PEB. These comparison tests described whether the differences in

indirect effect among low, mean, and high levels of PEB are statistically significant.

The results showed the non-significance, as the bootstrapped confidence interval

contains zero. The difference between high and low levels of PEB was .015 (BootCI

[-.019-.004]), which is not statistically significant.

These results are aligned with the previous results mentioned in Table 2, that

PED does not significantly moderate the indirect path of media exposure to psy-

chological distress through eco-anxiety. Therefore, Table 3 also explained that the

hypothesized moderation mediation effect was not supported.
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Table 4.9: Pairwise Contrast Between Conditional Indirect Effects of ME on PD via EA at Different Levels of PEB

Comparison Contrast (Effect1 – Effect2) BootSE BootLLCI BootULCI

Mean (0.00) – Low PEB (-7.50) 0.007 0.007 -0.010 0.018

High PEB (7.50) – Low PEB (-7.50) 0.015 0.016 -0.019 0.044

High PEB (7.50) – Mean (0.00) 0.008 0.009 -0.010 0.026

Note. PEB = Pro-environmental Behavior; BootSE = Bootstrapped Standard Error; BootLLCI = Bootstrapped Lower Limit Confidence
Interval; BootULCI = Bootstrapped Upper Limit Confidence Interval.



Results 51

Figure 4.1: EA

Figure 4.1 shows the distribution of EA scores. The bell curve shows the normal

distribution of the data

Figure 4.2: PEB

Figure 4.2 shows the distribution of PEB scores. The data is slightly skewed, but

reveals the normal distribution of the data.
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Figure 4.3: ME

Figure 4.3 presents the distribution of scores. The histogram suggests a slightly

negatively skewed distribution, but the bell curve shows the normal distribution

of the data.

Figure 4.4: SI
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Figure 4.4 presents the distribution of SI scores seems to follow a nearly non-normal

distribution of the data.

Figure 4.5: PD

Figure 4.5 shows the distribution of PD scores. The shape of the histogram shows

the normal distribution of the data.

As indicated by the histograms of EA, PEB, SI, ME, and PD, the variables seem to

have a normal distribution of the data. The ME and SI histograms show a slightly

skewed and near non-normal distribution of the data. Overall, the bell curves show

the normal distribution of the data. However, while the visual impression showed

the normal distribution of the data, the results of the Kolmogorov–Smirnov (KS)

test indicated the non-normal distribution of the data, as results of all variables

yielded a p-value less than .05. This indicated that there is statistically significant

deviation from the normal in all measures. Hence, the assumptions of normal

distribution were not met in this data (N=300).
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Discussion and Conclusion

This research on the growing concerns of ecological change examined the complex

relationship between media exposure, eco-anxiety, psychological distress, and pro-

environmental behavior among Gen-Z. The study investigated the moderating role

of Spiritual Intelligence, based on Behavioral Constraint theory, the study explored

how perceived loss of control in response to disturbing information about climate

change leads to psychological distress, and whether internal protective factors

like Spiritual Intelligence can buffer these effects. Based on the sample of 300

participants, the results provide the crucial insight related to the psychological and

behavioral impact of media exposure within the context of a developing country

like Pakistan, which is highly vulnerable to climate change.

These findings can be interpreted within the framework of Behavioral Constraint

Theory Brehm (2012). Consistent with BCT, repeated exposure to uncontrol-

lable climate-related events through media may operate as a perceived constraint,

intensifying eco-anxiety and consequently psychological distress. While spiritual

intelligence demonstrated a buffering role, the hypothesized moderating effect of

pro-environmental behavior was not supported, suggesting that external coping ac-

tions did not significantly alter the indirect relationship between media exposure

and psychological distress.

The findings of the study confirmed the significant association between media

exposure and eco-anxiety, highlighting that people with higher media exposure or

54
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who spend more time watching content related to environmental issues online

have a higher level of eco-anxiety. These findings supported the hypothesis of

the research and are aligned with a previous study, which explained the positive

correlation between media exposure and eco-anxiety (Fazal et al., 2025); (Nayab

et al., 2025). In Pakistan, where economic and political instability already existed,

Gen-Z seems more vulnerable to climate-related distress, and when exposed to such

news, they feel more anxious and distressed. The results also revealed a significant

relationship between media exposure and psychological distress. This indicated an

alarming situation and suggested the need to focus on the psychological well-being

of the young generation, especially at the time of such environmental issues.

Moreover, eco-anxiety is positively associated with psychological distress and fur-

ther emphasizes the severe impact of this issue. Individuals who experience a

higher level of eco-anxiety are more vulnerable to experiencing psychological dis-

tress as well. Eco-anxiety also significantly mediated the relationship between

media exposure and psychological distress. This implies that the individuals who

are more exposed to disturbing climate news feel more threatened, which induces

anxiety-provoking thoughts that may lead to eco-anxiety. And then, due to this

heightened eco-anxiety, individuals experience frustration and hopelessness, which

exacerbates the psychological distress. these results also supported the hypothesis

and, linked with the prior studies, supported these findings and indicated indi-

viduals who watched more news related to climate issues are more prone to have

eco-anxiety and mental health issues ((Clayton and Karazsia, 2020); (Pihkala,

2018); & (Ogunbode et al., 2022)).

The study found a positive correlation between media exposure, eco-anxiety, and

pro-environmental behavior and explained that for some individuals, distress and

anxiousness may act as a catalyst to take action and bring change. Individuals

may feel obliged to do work for the betterment of their environment. These results

are consistent with a prior study conducted by Mathers-Jones and Todd (2023)

explained that the more eco-anxiety individuals experience, are more likely they

are to engage in pro-environmental behavior.

Although, the correlation existed between media exposure, eco-anxiety, and pro-

environmental behaviors, Hypothesis 3 was rejected as the moderated mediation
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analysis indicated that there is no moderation effect that explained the relationship

between variables. The absence of significant moderating effect of PEB in this

study could be explained by structural and contextual factors that are present in

the lower-middle-income country (LMIC) like Pakistan.

In such countries, due to limited resources and without institutional support such

as accessible recycling infrastructure and consistent ecological policies restricted

these individuals who have potential feel that their efforts are inadequate, which

inhibits them from taking environmental actions. This made the individual help-

less and caused distress and emotional toll, which then led to mental health

issues. Ogunbode et al. (2022) study found that eco-anxiety is relatively high

in those countries where ecological governance is weak, and despite significant

pro-environmental intentions showed by individuals, these feelings and behaviors

seemed useless due to perceived distance between their actions and overall envi-

ronmental impact. These helpless feelings can also highlighted what (Wang et al.,

2023) described as eco-fatigue, wherein constant engagement in PEB without any

observable systematic change leads to emotional exhaustion rather than relief.

Furthermore, many individuals who engage in ecological friendly behaviors, like

preserving water, and electricity and avoiding the use of plastic, often feel too

little, as they think their efforts are too small and do not bring about change on

a larger level. These feelings, referred to as perceived inefficacy, are explained by

Kotyza et al. (2024) -discussed perceived behavioral control and its influence on

pro-environmental behavior and directed the psychological benefits of PEB. When

personal efforts seem less likely to bring change, people may struggle to see their

actions as meaningful, and the distress persists.

Another possible explanation of the non-significant moderation effect is the mea-

sure used in the study. The PEB scale by Larson et al. (2015) was used in this

research, which was developed for the western population that may not allign with

the socio-economic realities of Pakistani youth. Clayton (2020) described that pro-

environmental behavior vary across culture, so it is essential to highlight the im-

portance of use the culturally validate environmental behavior measures to collect

the accurate data. If a scale doesn’t measure culturally appropriate or context-

specific behaviors, the results appear statistically weak and non-significant.
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Moreover, the participants’ awareness towards environmental actions and the last-

ing impact they may bring with consistent efforts is limited. Yildirim et al. (2025)

explained that environmental literacy is essential and plays a mediating role in

behavioral and emotional outcomes, implying that without the awareness of the

cognitive factors and emotional relevance, the behavioral actions are unlikely to

lead to psychological relief. In many LMIC countries, the agenda behind envi-

ronmental actions is saving money or other beneficial purposes rather than out of

concern for the environment.

The fourth hypothesis was supported, indicating that spiritual intelligence sig-

nificantly moderates the relationship between media exposure and psychological

distress. This moderation effect can be explained by various cultural and con-

textual factors. Individuals with high spiritual intelligence are more focused and

tend to explore the meaning of life. High spiritual intelligence helps individuals

to interpret distressing ecological information more effectively through a spiritual

lens, which makes them less emotionally vulnerable and mitigates psychological

distress. The study investigated that individuals with high SI are more resilient

and manage stressors effectively (Anwar and Rana, 2024).

In Pakistan, the majority of the population is Muslim and follows religious and

spiritual practices, and the internal abilities incorporated in Spiritual intelligence

are emotional control, existential significance, and transcendental awareness; all of

these are deeply rooted in religious and spiritual traditions dominant in Pakistan.

SI acts as a coping mechanism, and it’s a protective factor that helps individuals

deal with crises and difficult situations (Qureshi and Abdulaziz, 2025). This cur-

rent study demonstrated that Spiritual Intelligence acts as a buffer and reduces

media-induced psychological distress. Whereas, the pro-environmental behavior is

more behavior-focused and may not provide the same cognitive and emotional cop-

ing mechanism when individuals experience eco-anxiety and psychological distress.

individuals who are more active in the media and exposed to more disturbing envi-

ronmental content may feel heightened distress and anxiety due to more awareness,

perceived helplessness, frustration, or guilt when societal change seems inadequate

(Hickman et al., 2021).
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However, unlike the past studies focusing on gender- based differences in the psy-

chological responses to ecological stress, no significant gender differences were

found in this current study. These findings indicate that there may be a con-

vergence of gender in terms of psychological and behavioral responses to the dis-

tressing ecological news. One possible explanation could be that both males and

females are exposed to similar content through media, which provokes similar emo-

tional responses and anxiety in youth. Another reason is changing gender norms

because the young generation, especially Gen-Z in LMIC, may be changing their

traditional gender roles. With equal access to educational opportunities, especially

in cities, young women and men are equally engaged and informed about climate-

related news and issues (Murtaza et al., 2025). Moreover, spiritual intelligence,

as a moderator employed in the present study, did not vary significantly across

genders; both males and females may have the same ability to create meaning

in their lives, and remain emotionally strong enough to cope with environmental

issues. The results are consistent with the previous studies, which found a slight

or no gender difference (Clayton, 2020) & (Salguero et al., 2024).

5.1 Limitations of the Study

Although the current study provides valuable insights into the psychological and

behavioral responses to environmental concerns among Gen-Z in Pakistan, it is

mandatory to acknowledge several limitations. This study was correlational and

examined the mediating and moderating effects of variables, whereas it cannot

determine the causal inference of the relationship between variables and limit

whether one variable causes a change in another. Logitudinal and experimental

studies should be employed in future studies to determine temporal order and

causal relationships.

Self-report measures were used in this study; the possibility of response bias or

social desirability is high in such cases. Also, the study was quantitative in nature;

future research should be qualitative to give a better understanding of variables like

eco-anxiety and spiritual intelligence. Culturally relevant measures are required

for future research. Currently, the measures used in this study were developed
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by Western countries, although these measures demonstrated strong psychometric

properties, but these measures may not fully reflect or measure culturally spe-

cific expressions of spiritual intelligence and environmental behaviors practiced in

Pakistan.

The sample of the study was relatively homogeneous, as it involved only educated

youth from the twin cities. This can cause hindrance to the generalizability of the

research to the larger Pakistani population, particularly those in rural areas and

uneducated youth. The findings might be different if future research considered

these factors and conducted studies in a more diverse population.

Overall, the study makes a valuable contribution to the new and emerging phe-

nomenon of eco-anxiety in LMIC. Future research needs to be conducted on a more

diverse population, including culturally relevant adaptive measures and a longitu-

dinal research design to better understand how youth psychologically respond to

environmental issues.

5.2 Implications

The results of the study have numerous theoretical and practical implications.

First, the study found and highlighted the potential protective factors, and the

results demonstrated the buffering effect of SI in the association between media

exposure and psychological distress. This implies that fostering Spiritual intelli-

gence through educational, therapeutic, or community-based programs helps youth

in dealing with distress and enhances emotional reliance and strengthens their ca-

pability to deal with crisis and distressing situations.

Second, the non-significant effect of PEB in the relationship between media expo-

sure, eco-anxiety, and psychological distress revealed the potential disconnect of

behavioral engagement and emotional outcomes, particularly in LMIC like Pak-

istan. This highlights the importance of creating awareness about the psychologi-

cal aspects of environmental behaviors and encourages them to take environmental

actions, and helps them to understand the broader impact of their actions.
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Results indicated the need for a policy-level support, which is required to increase

the psychological efficacy of individual behaviors. In LMIC, like Pakistan, where

governmental and institutional responses about climate change are weak, indi-

vidual efforts seem more useless and cause emotional exhaustion. National and

local policies that give visible, institutional support to environmental initiatives,

including sustainability in infrastructure, green incentives, and public awareness

campaigns, encourage individuals and make them feel that their efforts are valued

and supported.

Lastly, the results of this study provide a foundation for future intervention design.

Emotional regulation strategies, combined with spiritually based coping mecha-

nisms, may be helpful in youth mental health programs in the climate context.

5.3 Conclusion

In summary, the research focused on measuring how media exposure is associated

with eco-anxiety, psychological distress, pro-environmental behavior, and spiritual

intelligence among Gen-Z in Pakistan. The findings demonstrated a significant

relationship between media exposure and psychological distress through the me-

diating effect of eco-anxiety. Spiritual intelligence emerged as a significant mod-

erating protective factor, buffering the psychological distress induced by negative

media exposure. In contrast, pro-environmental behavior did not show a moderat-

ing effect in the association among media exposure, eco-anxiety, and psychological

distress. Also, the gender difference was not found in the study, which implies that

the psychosocial reaction of the participants (males and females) to climate-related

distress was common. The findings support the need to develop interventions that

are context-specific and informed psychologically, incorporating coping strategies

at both spiritual and emotional levels.
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Figure 2: Demographic Information form
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Figure 3: Demographic Information form
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B Appendix

B.1 Measures

Figure 4: Hogg Eco-Anxiety Scale
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Figure 5: Hogg Eco-Anxiety Scale
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Figure 6: Pro-Environmental Behavior Scale



Appendix-A 76

Figure 7: Media Exposure Scale
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Figure 8: Media Exposure Scale
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Figure 9: Spiritual Intelligence Scale
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Figure 10: Psychological Distress Scale
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C Appendix

C.1 Email Correspondence for Research Instrument Per-

missions

Figure 11: Author’s permission for Eco-Anxiety Scale usage

Figure 12: Author’s permission for Pro-environmental Behavior Scale usage
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Figure 13: Author’s permission for Media Exposure Scale usage

Figure 14: Author’s permission for Spiritual Intelligence Scale usage
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Figure 15: Author’s permission for Psychological Distress Scale usage
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