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My argument today is about a failure of expert 
institutions in climate science and policy

• NOT about the reality of climate change (it is)
• NOT about whether climate change poses significant 

risks (it does)
• NOT about whether climate policy is worthwhile (it is)

• To understand failures of expert institutions requires a 
brief discussion of climate scenarios
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What criteria do we use to evaluate
failures of expert institutions?

•Effectiveness (policy)
•Legitimacy (politics)
•Authority (science)
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Projections of future climate start with socio-economic 
assumptions in the form of “climate scenarios”



“Emissions scenario” (IPCC 2014)

“A plausible representation of the future development of 
emissions of substances that are potentially radiatively active (e.g., 
greenhouse gases, aerosols) based on a coherent and internally 
consistent set of assumptions about driving forces (such as 
demographic and socioeconomic development, technological 
change, energy and land use) and their key relationships.”
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https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Title-%3A-A-generic-foresight-process-framework-Year-Voros/ffd5a52cc3dd7e5ed566f5ff199658f3eebca99b

Scenario Space 

https://www.semanticscholar.org/paper/Title-%3A-A-generic-foresight-process-framework-Year-Voros/ffd5a52cc3dd7e5ed566f5ff199658f3eebca99b


Representative Concentration Pathway Scenarios
4 of the 1,184 IPCC AR5 Scenarios – from ~2005



~2005-2010 range of 
plausible IPCC scenarios

Pielke et al. 2022

All the IPCC scenarios – Cumulative CO2 vs Temperature in 2100
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The most commonly-used scenario in research and assessment
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Source: Google Scholar, 20 June 2025
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IMPLAUSIBLE

Pielke et al.  2022

Upper end = RCP4.5
Reference (BAU) = SSP4-3.4
Goal = RCP2.6

PLAUSIBLE
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https://x.com/hausfath/status/1879593730392440833

Pielke et al. 2022

https://x.com/hausfath/status/1879593730392440833
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Climate scenarios matter for projected future 
climate change, but are also central to cost-benefit 
analyses, development of policy proposals, climate 
advocacy, litigation, tens of thousands of peer-
reviewed papers in climate research, and IPCC 
assessments.

• Who develops these scenarios?
• Who evaluates them for real-world plausibility?
• Is policy use or utility considered in their creation?
• To whom are they accountable?
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New climate scenarios are coming!
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The extreme scenario called “Current Policies” by IPCC
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Thank You!

 The Honest Broker Newsletter (please subscribe!): 
– https://rogerpielkejr.substack.com/

Contact
roger.pielke@aei.org

@RogerPielkeJr 

https://rogerpielkejr.substack.com/
mailto:Roger.pielke@aei.org
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