C. Field: Strengthening policy relevance of scientific assessments

The mandate of the IPCC is to provide the world’s governments with scientific
information that is policy relevant but not policy prescriptive. With continuing
improvements in both the quality and quantity of available science on climate change, it
is increasingly important to ask how information can be assessed to make it as policy
relevant as possible. This requires an understanding of the needs of the policy
community as well as an expanded commitment to integrating both within the climate
science community as well as between climate science and other disciplines. Perhaps
the most important element of making assessments relevant is effectively presenting
dealing with climate change as a problem in risk management, where risk is defined as
the product of the probability of an event and its consequences. With this framing,
characterizing the probability of the full range of outcomes becomes a top priority.
Knowing the central tendency of a response is still important. But for many impacts, the
consequences rise steeply with the amount of climate change, often creating a situation
in which risk peaks at an amount of change greater than the median, sometimes much
greater. In these situations, knowledge about the shape of the tails of the distribution of
outcomes is critical, as are mature approaches for characterizing the response of
impacts to the amount of change. For outcomes with probability density functions that
are poorly constrained, it is still important to find ways to provide as much information as
possible. The IPCC’s uncertainty guidance provides a starting point, but policy
relevance can be enhanced with research focused more strongly on characterizing the
full range of both outcomes and impacts.
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