
Communicating Uncertainty in 
Climate Change 



So you wanna be a Broadcast 
Meteorologist??? 

You might want to be a Broadcast Meteorologist if: 
•Explain a complex science to general public 
•Issue weather forecasts of varying uncertainty… 
•Suffer public ridicule when forecast goes horribly bad 
•Endure ‘Polar Vortex weather hate mail’ 
•Enjoy constant joking about “being wrong half the 
time and still getting paid.” 
•Meteorologists must communicate varying levels of 
uncertainty daily! (forecast models & outcomes) 



MPR weekly radio show on 
climate science 
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Climate Cast mission 
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•What is the latest evolving climate science? 
•How to best communicate climate science? 
•Make sometimes obscure trends meaningful 
•Relate to peoples weather/climate experience 
•Use analogies to make trends clearer 
•Stick to science – avoid policy advocacy 
 



How do we communicate 
inherent uncertainty in CC? 
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•What data is observed? (measured) 
•What trends are forecast? (modeled) 
•What extreme weather events “fit”? 
•Observed extreme weather trends through 
the lens of what was predicted by climate 
change? 
 



Highest certainty: Observed/measured data 





These are just some of the indicators measured globally over many decades that show that the 
Earth’s climate is warming. White arrows indicate increasing trends; black arrows indicate 
decreasing trends. All the indicators expected to increase in a warming world are increasing, and 
all those expected to decrease in a warming world are decreasing. (Figure source: NOAA NCDC, 
based on data updated from Kennedy et al. 20101). 

Ten Indicators of a Warming World 

http://nca2014.globalchange.gov/highlights/overview/overview






NCA: Karl et al. 2009 

National Climate Assesment: Percent changes in the amount of precipitation falling in very 
heavy events (the heaviest 1%) from 1958 to 2012 for each region. There is a clear national 
trend toward a greater amount of precipitation being concentrated in very heavy events, 
particularly in the Northeast and Midwest. Karl et al. 2009 
 



Follow the money? 



Hurricane Sandy? 



Water temps +5F 



Is all weather now colored 
by climate change? 
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The answer to the oft-asked question of whether an event is caused by 
climate change is that it is the wrong question. All weather events are 
affected by climate change because the environment in which they 
occur is warmer and moister than it used to be…. 
The air is on average warmer and moister than it was prior to about 
1970 and in turn has likely led to a 5–10 % effect on precipitation and 
storms that is greatly amplified in extremes. The warm moist air is 
readily advected onto land and caught up in weather systems as part 
of the hydrological cycle, where it contributes to more intense 
precipitation events that are widely observed to be occurring. 
 
Kevin E. Trenberth, senior scientist, National Center for Atmospheric 
Research, in the journal Climatic Change, released under a Creative 
Commons-Attribution license (PDF here, HTML here) 

 

http://www.springerlink.com/content/0008xl84w0743102/fulltext.pdf
http://www.springerlink.com/content/0008xl84w0743102/fulltext.html


Extreme weather & climate 
change-John Abraham-UST 
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What can we tie to humans? 
Increases in extreme temperatures (heat waves) 
Increased intense precipitation events (both continental as well as along 
coasts with more rainfall from hurricanes) 
Increased rate of evaporation and drought setting on faster and longer 
Increased extreme weather from jet stream fluctuations – potentially 
tied to loss of arctic ice and snow cover in NH 
Increased regional flooding 
Rising Sea level (not really a “weather” problem but when you connect 
it to storm surge with hurricanes, a real problem) 
Increased thunderstorms 
Where are there real questions? 
Tornadoes? 
What will happen to hurricanes? 

 


