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Rising Temperatures, Rising Threats: 
The Impact of Climate Change on 
Maternal Health

BY: LAKSHYA ALAGAN

In 2024, the global surface temperature was 
2.32 °F above the 20th-century average. 

This ranks as the highest global temperature 
in the 1850–2024 period, surpassing 2023 
by 0.18°F.1,2  Although seemingly small, this 
18-degree difference is alarming because the 
average rate of temperature increase since 
1850 has only been 0.11°F per decade. This 
means that the past year alone saw a jump 
equivalent to nearly two decades of historic 
warming.1

While it is generally understood that 
rising global temperatures are primarily 
caused by human activities such as burning 
fossil fuels and industrial processes, scientists 
are working to understand what ramifications 
the continuing temperature rise will have on 
the environment and human population. 

In 2025, records show more severe 
storms occurring in several regions.3,4,5 Rising 
temperatures and greater water evaporation 
increase rainfall, which creates disastrous 
flooding, community displacement, and 
economic burden for regions with annual 
storm seasons.5

On the opposite end, increased 
temperatures also exacerbate drought 
conditions, aggravating regions with pre-
existing water scarcity. As a result of increased 
drought and reduced water availability 
in rural areas, smaller agricultural yields 
fail to feed low-income communities and 

agricultural workers.7

THE OVERLOOKED POPULATION: 
PREGNANT WOMEN

While these issues have begun hitting 
populations around the world, often 
overlooked are the experiences of the 

most vulnerable in these communities: 
pregnant women. Reduced water availability, 
increasingly severe storms, and agricultural 
distress take a large toll on communities, but 
holistic climate discourse lacks an in-depth 
understanding of how these climate events 
disproportionately affect reproductive health 

Figure 1: Large predicted changes in water availability in the United States by 2060 via U.S. Geological 
Survey water use data. Such changes were predicted under the A1B scenario, which expects a high 
level of technological change and rapid spread of new and efficient technologies, with a balanced 
emphasis on all energy sources–this is most consistent with historic population and economic 
growth patterns.
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and healthcare for pregnant women globally. 
Pregnant women, especially those 

with underlying health complications, low 
socioeconomic backgrounds or living in 
developing countries, often face the brunt 
of impacts from foreseeable temperature.8 
For example, in certain water-scarce regions, 
women are in charge of getting water for 
the house. With increased drought and less 
water availability, these women, even when 
pregnant, have to travel longer distances 
in hotter temperatures to provide for their 
families.9,10 Such circumstances increase the 
physical strain on mothers and pose potential 
health risks for the baby. Furthermore, in 
regions where food scarcity is a prevailing 
issue, pregnant women often do not receive 
sufficient nutrition for themselves, let alone 
enough to support both their own needs and 
those of their developing baby. As a result, 
pregnant mothers develop health issues such 
as anemia and mental health conditions such 
as depression. 11 

The physical effects that pregnant 
women face then pose health risks to the 
fetus as well. Babies born to food-insecure 
mothers are at higher risk for low birth 
weight, preterm birth, and developmental 

problems.11

Where food scarcity is already of 
major humanitarian concern, rising global 
temperatures are predicted to make it 
difficult to get the water needed to maintain 
crop yields. Thus, scientists predict rising 
temperatures will only exacerbate the food 
scarcity problem in threatened regions. 
Research shows that water and food 
insecurity have an intricate relationship 
with the mental well-being of pregnant 
women. In a study of low-income pregnant 
women in urban Mozambique, researchers 

found that while water scarcity was linked 
to mental well-being, it is likely that food 
insecurity mediated these negative effects.12 
Thus, the adverse effects of water scarcity on 
mental health were largely driven by food 
insecurity. This is particularly important for 
pregnant women, as agricultural drought can 
negatively impact their overall well-being. As 
rising temperatures worsen crop yields and 
water shortages, food insecurity is expected 
to increase, further endangering the physical 
and mental health of pregnant women and 
their babies. It is also important to note that 
mental health conditions and food insecurity 
co-occur disproportionately among women. 
13

As a result, women, especially pregnant 
women, are at a higher risk of mental and 
physical distress.

MALARIA TRANSMISSION
In addition to food and water 

insecurity, it is also important to address 
how rising climate temperatures impact 
the spread of disease. For example, malaria 
disproportionately affects pregnant women 
and fetuses, and can pose greater risks as 
temperatures rise. While there is currently 
a limited display of increasing transmission, 
scientists worry that hotter temperatures 
will favor the survival of such viruses. The 
World Health Organization reports that 
elementary modeling suggests temperature 
increase will enhance the transmission rates 
and geographic distribution of mosquito-
borne diseases, particularly. However, the 
discourse varies regarding this topic: while 
some studies report an increase in the 
spread of the disease in the current malaria-
endemic areas, or a reemergence in areas that 
have controlled or eliminated transmission, 
other studies report no association between 
malaria and climate change.14 

Nonetheless, from a biological 
perspective, malaria and rising temperatures 
create a dangerous combination. Malaria is 
caused by the Plasmodium parasite. When 
an Anopheles mosquito carrying this parasite 
bites a human, the parasite is transmitted 
into the human bloodstream and results 
in Malaria. So how does increased heat 
exactly affect this parasite? In a 2024 study in 
Chennai, India, it was found that the extrinsic 
incubation period (EIP) of Plasmodium vivax 
and P. falciparum (the malaria parasites) has 
decreased over time, comparing data from 
2012–2013 and 2021–2022. 15 

The EIP is the length of time required for 
the malaria parasite (Plasmodium) to develop 
inside a mosquito after the mosquito has bitten 
an infected person; thus, a decreased EIP 
suggests that the parasites now develop faster 
inside mosquitoes compared to a decade ago. 
In turn, Plasmodium’s elevated reproduction 
rate increases infection rates when infected 
mosquitoes bite humans. Furthermore, the 
Anopheles mosquitoes thrive in warmer 
temperatures, likely increasing mosquito 
populations in warmer regions, leading to 
further infection in humans. Thus, warmer 
global regions are disproportionately affected 
by Malaria transmission, and a further rise 
in global temperatures by climate change can 
exacerbate these issues. 

While malaria transmission 
disproportionately impacts warmer climates, 
it also disproportionately impacts pregnant 
women. 16,17 It was found that pregnant 
women attracted twice the number of 
Anopheles mosquitoes compared to their 
non-pregnant counterparts. This differed 
attractiveness may in part result from 
pregnant women releasing greater amounts 
of mosquito attractants like CO2 due to the 
higher metabolic rate and heat production 
observed during pregnancy.16 Furthermore, 

Figure 2: Women in Nyanza province, Kenya, walk 
each day to collect water.

Figure 3: The Relationship Between Water Insecurity, Food Insecurity, and Mental Well-Being of low-
income pregnant women of Mozambique, Africa. The arrows display the strong correlations present 
between water insecurity, food insecurity, and adverse mental well-being, as well as the correlation 
between water insecurity and adverse mental well-being alone.
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behavioral aspects of pregnancy likely impact 
this statistic; pregnant women may suffer 
from more mosquito bites because they more 
often have to leave their mosquito nets during 
the night to urinate.16 When a pregnant 
woman is infected with malaria, her quality 
of health, as well as her fetus, is threatened. 
The disease commonly causes severe anemia 
in pregnant African women, causing about 
10,000 maternal deaths annually. With 
mothers who make it to delivery, malaria 
infections result in about 75,000–200,000 
low-birth-weight babies each year—this 
is often due to combinations of preterm 
delivery and fetal growth restriction.17 

LOOKING AHEAD: TACKLING CLIMATE 
CHANGE AND MATERNAL HEALTH

It is important to understand, then, 
how rising temperatures exacerbate food 
insecurity, water scarcity, and disease 
transmission in threatened regions, 
and how these select foreseeable effects 
disproportionately impact the physical and 
psychological well-being of pregnant women, 
and thereby, their children. Furthermore, this 
highlights the importance of putting efforts 
into understanding the impact overlaying 
crises will have on pregnant women, many 
of whom don’t have convenient access to 
healthcare, and are often forced to relocate for 
resources. While aid services like Red Cross 
help give accessible reproductive healthcare 
to pregnant women in humanitarian settings 
such as Africa, without also addressing the 
climate crisis, we fail to take preventative 
measures in the exacerbation of reproductive 
struggles.

Thus, the climate crisis, particularly 
rising temperatures, demands urgent 
collaboration between climate scientists, 

public health workers, and policy-makers 
on the local and global levels. By addressing 
this interdisciplinary issue, these fields can 
establish long-term strategies to mitigate 
the effects of climate change on maternal 
and adolescent health, ensuring that 
vulnerable populations in humanitarian 
settings are protected. Immediate action, 
rooted in cross-sectoral coordination, is 
essential to protect the mental and physical 
well-being of pregnant women and their 
children worldwide, building a future 
where communities can thrive despite the 
challenges of rising temperatures. 
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