
How to report a scientific consensus - impartially 
 

On 20 July 2011, the BBC Trust released the report they commissioned which reviewed the BBC’s 

reporting of science.  The review was led by Imperial College, London, and examined the accuracy 

and impartiality of the BBC’s coverage of science ‘particularly where it relates to public policy or 

matters of controversy’.  Professor Steve Jones of University College London provided a 

commentary on the review.   

 

Overall, Steve Jones concluded that BBC science coverage is on the whole ‘clear, accurate and 

impartial’, but he also made a number of criticisms and some recommendations.  I am particularly 

interested in the comments he made in relation to impartiality and coverage of climate change. 

 

Steve Jones warned against ‘a rigid application of balance’ which could give ‘minority or contrarian 

views an undue place’ in the public debate.  Yet distinguishing between evidence and opinion is 

often difficult.  What should a ‘flexible’ application of balance look like when applied to the science 

of climate change?  Does it mean – at one extreme – that only the IPCC consensus position should be 

given air time or – at the other - that all views are equally balanced?  

 

There are three aspects of the climate change debate which I think need separate treatment.  First, 

‘Are humans significantly exacerbating natural climate change?’  Second, ‘If so, then what risks to 

society does this imply, both now and in the future?’  And, third, ‘What range of policy interventions 

are appropriate and effective?’  Too often, public arguments about climate change collapse these 

distinctions and people end up arguing at cross-purposes, either deliberately or inadvertently. 

 

Taking these questions in reverse order, the third of them is hardly about ‘climate science’ and 

therefore Jones’ review has less relevance.  Debates about climate policy interventions are debates 

about politics, economics, values, ethics, human development, and so on.  And there is a wide range 

of quite legitimate positions on these questions which the BBC should be exposing to its audiences 

and thereby facilitating widespread public debate. 

 

On the second question of present and future climate risks, evidential science and speculative or 

subjective scientific assumption become more closely entangled.  Here, discernment between 

mainstream and minority views within science becomes harder for journalists.  Scientific evidence is 

certainly relevant and necessary in climate risk evaluation and judgement, but whether risks are 

significant, and for whom and by when, requires an understanding of more judgemental factors: 

people’s risk perceptions, the application of value frameworks and cultural context.  It also pushes 

risk simulation models beyond their zones of validation.  

 

But it is the third aspect of climate change, where scientific evidence is more dominant and 

knowledge better established, which is more the focus of Steve Jones’ comments about undue 

impartiality.  The question here to be addressed by BBC coverage should be: ‘How large an effect on 

the climate system are humans having?’, rather than: ‘Are humans causing climate change?’ 

 

The former question is a much better way of framing communication about uncertainties within 

climate science.  It allows for more informative public debate about why the range of future climate 

predictions is so large and opens the way for discussion about risk evaluation and management.   

 

The latter question, however, suggests the possibility of a binary answer: either climate change is 

caused by humans, or else it isn’t.  This falls well short of doing justice to scientific knowledge about 

a complex climate system – even if such a framing is beloved by some programme producers and by 

those public voices seeking adversarial combat.  



 

And here the IPCC consensus needs a nuanced understanding by journalists – and by the BBC.  Let 

us, for example, take the value of the climate sensitivity as a proxy for an answer to question of ‘how 

large an effect do humans have’.  The IPCC consensus is that global warming is ‘likely’ to be in the 

range 2 to 4.5degC after a doubling of greenhouse gas concentration.  But ‘likely’ for the IPCC 

experts means odds of the value truly being in this range of only 2:1.   

 

Thus to accurately reflect the IPCC consensus about how large an effect humans are having on 

climate – which is after all a consensus about uncertainty, not certainty - a BBC studio discussion 

should really have six people participating.  Four scientists would be arguing that the human effect is 

moderate-to-large (i.e., in the range 2 to 4 degC), one would be arguing that it is very large (above 

4.5degC) and one scientist arguing that it is rather small (less than 2degC). 

 

Or look at it a different way.  In six separate BBC items about climate change in which an expert is 

interviewed, four of these items should present evidence that the human impact on climate is 

moderate-to-large, one that it is very large and one item should present evidence that it is small.   

 

Either example would offer a form of balanced reporting which does justice both to the consensus 

position of the IPCC and to the inherent uncertainties in climate science.  Alternative representations 

of consensus about this important aspect of climate change in media reporting – namely that 

consensus equals unambiguous certainty and so one either must accept the consensus or deny it – 

would be misleading.  It would, in Steve Jones’ words, ‘not be impartial’. 

 

As Jean Goodwin at Iowa State University has recenty remarked, by forcing climate science into a 

consensus mode of communication the IPCC has been a ‘catastrophic success’.  If consensus is 

reported as implying certainty, ‘the IPCC essentially [have] legitimated the objections of those 

commonly labelled as “denialists” and committed themselves to a 20 year process of replying to 

them’.   

 

Responding to Jones’ report on behalf of the BBC, senior executive Fran Unsworth says that ‘we 

must continue to take care to reflect the balance of the debate in any scientific controversy’.  With 

regard to climate change, separating out what is science from what is politics, economics and ethics 

would be a good start.  And then finding smarter and more faithful ways of communicating what a 

scientific consensus actually means would the necessary next step. 
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