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Welcome
�ank you for joining our Deliberative Poll. 
America�and the world�is faced with the need 
to develop public policies that will address climate 
change. Scientists tell us that the climate of the 
earth is warming, and that the warming we are ex-
periencing results from an increase of greenhouse 
gases, primarily carbon dioxide, that is a result of 
human�s extensive use of fossil fuels. �e use of 
fossil fuels is integrated into the foundation of the 
world economy and into the everyday things we 
do (driving) and use (electricity). �us, to address 
climate change, we will need to address challeng-
ing questions about some of our most fundamental 
ways of doing things. Many believe that universi-
ties can make signi�cant contributions to address-
ing the challenges posed by climate change. By 
working to become more sustainable communities, 
sponsoring research, and advocating stewardship 
through education and community outreach, uni-
versities can develop, test, and share the strategies 
that will ultimately help the world address climate 
change.

Science can reveal the facts, but what we do 
with these facts will be determined by the people, 
whose informed opinion can provide guidance to 
policy-makers. �is makes climate change a public 
concern. To address public concerns Americans 
have, from the earliest days, developed forums for 
civil discussion. �ese discussions engage citizens 

in a consideration of issues so they can develop in-
formed opinions that provide guidance to policy-
makers. �e Deliberative Pollfi continues this 
tradition in ways that account for the increasing 
complexity and diversity of America. By providing 
a representative group of citizens with background 
information, the opportunity for group delibera-
tion, and access to a resource panel of experts, 
we provide citizens a unique opportunity to work 
together as they develop informed opinions. �ese 
opinions become a valuable resource to policy-
makers as they work to address critical issues. 

Climate change requires us to make policy 
decisions at every level:  campus, city, nation, and 
world. In the following booklet we review the 
scienti�c knowledge related to climate change 
(section 1), we discuss current projections of the 
e�ects we can anticipate from the changing climate 
(section 2), and we review the types of decisions 
that universities can make as they develop strate-
gies to address climate change (section 3). At the 
end of section 3, we present some questions we 
hope to consider at the Deliberative Pollfi. 
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What is a Deliberative Poll?
Deliberative polling is a democratic decision-mak-
ing process capable of articulating the informed 
voice of the people and potentially raising that 
voice to a level where it can be heard by those who 
make public policy. �e process was developed 
and trademarked by Professor James Fishkin, now 
at Stanford University�s Center for Deliberative 
Democracy. During a deliberative poll, people who 
have received balanced information about an issue 
develop their informed opinion by working with 
others to discuss and raise questions about the 
issue. �e resulting informed opinions can then 
be shared with policy-makers who are considering 
taking action on the issue.

Deliberative polling has three main elements:
�	 Balanced information about the issues (e.g., 

this booklet)
�	 Discussion in small groups
�	 �e opportunity for participants to pose ques-

tions to a resource panel of experts
�e �gure below details each element of a 

Deliberative Pollfi, a unique process of small-group 
engagement accompanied by interaction with a 
resource panel of experts. �ese experts have not 
come to debate the issue; instead, they are here to 
answer participants� questions about the issue.

 

Ground Rules for 
Participating in a  
Deliberative Poll

• Please explain your own perspective.

• Please listen to other people’s views; don’t 
interrupt.

• Please focus on reasoned arguments, 
challenging experiences, and relevant facts.

• Please treat your group members with respect 
at all times.

Figure 1. �e Deliberative Poll Process.
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A Word About Scienti�c 
Knowledge
Scienti�c inquiry is a highly social activity. Scien-
ti�c knowledge emerges through a process of in-
quiry and analysis called peer review (see �gure 2). 
�is process involves many individuals and teams 
of researchers working in a local, national, and 
international scienti�c community. �is commu-
nity is made up of professionals who have earned 
advanced degrees in the areas of their expertise. 
Scientists rely on this community to raise ques-
tions and conduct tests that will verify the results 
of individual scienti�c experiments.

�e accepted scienti�c knowledge related to 
climate change has been subjected to this peer re-
view process. Scientists specializing in various ar-
eas of climate change (meteorology, glacial geolo-
gy, oceanography) have developed hypotheses and 
performed experiments to test their hypotheses. 
For example, researchers wishing to understand 
changing temperatures might devise an experi-
ment to test whether the increased concentration 
of Carbon Dioxide in the atmosphere since the 
Industrial Age is causing the observed increase in 
temperatures. A�er getting results, the researchers 
write a paper that explains their experiment and 
provides an analysis of the results. �is paper is 
then submitted for publication in a peer-reviewed 
journal like the �Bulletin of the American Meteo-

rological Society.� 
�e editor or editorial committee of the 

journal reviews the paper and decides whether 
it is ready to be sent out for a review by others 
in the scienti�c community. If they consider the 
paper ready for review, two or three scientists in 
the appropriate �eld are sent copies of the paper. 
�e paper is sent out without the author�s name 
and the reviewers remain anonymous. Review-
ers look for errors or weaknesses in the paper. 
�ese may include bad data, faulty calculations, 
�awed experimental designs, or misinterpretations 
of results. Over a period of weeks each reviewer 
writes an evaluation of the paper and submits it to 
the editor. Based on these evaluations, the editor 
may reject or accept the paper; the editor may also 
request that the scientist who submitted the paper 
do further work.

If a paper survives this process of peer review, 
it gets published. �e publication of the paper 
is only one step. Once it is published, the paper 
is read by other groups of scientists, and these 
scientists will seek to con�rm or refute the paper�s 
�ndings. �ey do this by attempting to replicate 
the �ndings in their own experiments, writing 
their own papers, and submitting these papers to 
the peer review process.  A bad result or event a 
fraudulent paper can get past the peer review pro-
cess. However, the process creates conditions that 
make the acceptance of bad results and fraudulent 
papers an unlikely exception. In addition, because 
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of the process of ongoing peer review even a�er 
publication, it becomes increasingly unlikely that 
bad data or erroneous analyses will continue to be 
accepted. 

Having emerged from this process of extensive 
peer review, scienti�c knowledge is described as 
an accepted view, because particular results have 
been veri�ed and been found acceptable by many 
individual scientists and teams of researchers. All 
claims in the following sections that relate to the 
science of climate change are based upon �nd-
ings that have appeared in peer-reviewed scienti�c 
journals. Current scienti�c consensus maintains 
that a) the climate is changing, that b) carbon di-
oxide (CO2) is a signi�cant factor in the changing 
climate, and that c) human activities are contribut-
ing to the increasing amount of carbon dioxide in 
the earth�s atmosphere.

In section 1 we discuss the basic models and 
tools scientists employ as they develop an un-
derstanding of climate 
change, as well as discuss-
ing the international orga-
nization responsible for an 
ongoing review of climate 
science, the Intergovern-
mental Panel on Climate 
Change (IPCC)

In section 2 we discuss 
the source of disagreement 
within the scienti�c com-

munity. Given what they currently understand, cli-
mate researchers cannot make certain predictions 
about the near and long-term impacts of climate 
change. �us, as we review the various projections, 
we also indicate the level of uncertainty related to 
these projections.  

In section 3 we discuss the roles individuals 
and universities can play in shaping public policy 
to address climate change.  As we discuss in this 
section, we can rely on the information--�ndings 
and projections�supplied by the international 
scienti�c community, but public policy decisions 
regarding how individuals, communities, nations, 
and the world should respond to climate change 
and its causes will require people to consider a 
variety of competing and respectable perspectives 
on this information. 
Source: Dressler and Parson, �e Science and Politics of Global 
Climate Change,  23-30.

Figure 2. Peer Review Process.
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Is climate change just 
speculation?

No. The earth’s climate has been changing continually 

for millions of years. Scientists know many of the things 

that cause changes in the climate, and they also know 

that, increasingly, human activities are contributing 

to climate change. For example, evidence taken from 

ice-core measurements show that the increases in 

atmospheric concentrations of carbon dioxide that 

have accompanied human industrial activity are unlike 

anything that has happened naturally over the last 

650,000 years.

Currently the climate is changing as a result of a rise in 

average temperatures, commonly called global warming.  

As global warming occurs, not every day or every 

place will be warmer, but on average most places will 

be warmer. Warming will cause changes in the amount 

and pattern of rain and snow, changes in the length of 

growing seasons, changes in the frequency and severity 

of storms, and changes in sea level.  These changes will, 

in turn, have an  impact on many human activities.

The fact that climate does change continually, however, 

has encouraged some to challenge the scientiýc 

consensus concerning climate change. Two challenges 

have achieved prominence. First, while accepting that 

the earth is warming, some argue that human activities 

are not responsible. Second, some argue that future 

climate change will almost certainly be very small, 

and, as a result, will require humans to do very little to 

mitigate the effects or adapt their behavior to account 

for climate change. However, climate researchers point 

out  that: “These skeptical arguments are rarely if ever 

advanced in scientiýc arenas, but in editorial pages, 

on the internet, or in policy arenas where more lenient 

standards for evidence and argument apply.” Having 

been advanced in non-scientiýc arenas, skeptical 

arguments are then often uncritically recounted in the 

media to óbalanceô against scientiýc arguments for 

climate change.
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Section 1:  
What is climate change?
Climate is the average pattern of weather in a 
particular region of the world. Climate usually 
remains relatively stable for centuries�if it is le� 
to itself. However, the earth�s climate is not being 
le� to itself: Human actions impact the earth and 
its climate in signi�cant ways. 

Climate is di�erent than weather. Weather is 
the condition of the atmosphere at a particular 
place and time. Weather is measured in terms of 
such things as temperature, humidity, and precipi-

tation (rain, snow, etc.). Weather changes all the 
time, and, in most places, it can change from hour-
to-hour, day-to-day, and season-to-season. 

Climate, on the other hand, is the average pat-
tern of weather. For example, Pittsburgh�s climate 
is o�cially classi�ed as a Humid Continental 
climate, which means that residents of Pittsburgh 
can expect cool, sometimes cold winters, and 
warm, humid summers with frequent clouds and 
precipitation. 

However, scienti�c research suggests that, over 
the next 50 to 100 years, the climate in Pittsburgh 
could change signi�cantly. According to some 
projections, by the end of the 21st century, the cli-
mate in Pittsburgh could be more like the current 
climate in North Carolina.

Like the changes projected for Pittsburgh, 
climates around the world are projected to change 
over the next 100 years. For example, the climate 
in southeast Canada could become more like 
present-day New England. As a result, researchers 
project that plants and animals will need to �mi-
grate�, and communities whose economies depend 
on agriculture and climate (e.g., ski resorts) would 
be challenged by the need to adapt. 

Carbon dioxide and climate change

�e single human activity that has a large impact 
on the climate is the burning of �fossil fuels� such 

Figure 3. Carbon Dioxide and Temperature. 
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In this section:

Carbon dioxide and climate change.

Feedbacks and climate change.

Computer modeling and climate change projections.

The Assessment of the IPCC.


