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Advances in the science and observation of climate change are providing a clearer understanding of the inherent variability of
Earth’s climate system and its likely response to human and natural influences. The implications of climate change for the
environment and society will depend not only on the response of the Earth system to changes in radiative forcings, but also on
how humankind responds through changes in technology, economies, lifestyle and policy. Extensive uncertainties exist in
future forcings of and responses to climate change, necessitating the use of scenarios of the future to explore the potential
consequences of different response options. To date, such scenarios have not adequately examined crucial possibilities, such
as climate change mitigation and adaptation, and have relied on research processes that slowed the exchange of information
among physical, biological and social scientists. Here we describe a new process for creating plausible scenarios to investigate
some of the most challenging and important questions about climate change confronting the global community.

T
o improve understanding of the complex interactions of the
climate system, ecosystems, and human activities and condi-
tions, the research community develops and uses scenarios.
These scenarios provide plausible descriptions of how the

future might unfold in several key areas—socioeconomic, technological
and environmental conditions, emissions of greenhouse gases and
aerosols, and climate. When applied in climate change research,
scenarios help to evaluate uncertainty about human contributions to
climate change, the response of the Earth system to human activities, the
impacts of a range of future climates, and the implications of different
approaches to mitigation (measures to reduce net emissions) and
adaptation (actions that facilitate response to new climate conditions).

Traditionally, model-based scenarios used in climate change
research have been developed using a sequential process focused on a
step-by-step and time-consuming delivery of information between
separated scientific disciplines. Now, climate change researchers from
different disciplines have established a new coordinated parallel process
for developing scenarios. This starts with four scenarios of future radi-
ative forcings (the change in the balance between incoming and out-
going radiation to the atmosphere caused by changes in atmospheric
constituents, such as carbon dioxide). Using this starting point, the
parallel process will encourage research that will characterize a broad
range of possible future climate conditions, taking into account recent
climate observations and new information about climate system pro-
cesses. Studies will give more attention to evaluating adaptation needs
and strategies, exploring mitigation options, and improving under-
standing of potentially large feedbacks (that is, impacts of climate
change such as melting of permafrost or dieback of forests that cause
further changes in climate).

Central to the new parallel process is the concept that the four
radiative forcing pathways can be achieved by a diverse range of socio-
economic and technological development scenarios. Among other
issues, the parallel process facilitates exploration of the question
‘What are the ways in which the world could develop in order to reach
a particular radiative forcing pathway?’ An immediate consequence of
this new approach will be heightened collaboration between impacts,
adaptation and vulnerability research, and climate and integrated
assessment modelling (Box 1). This will improve the analysis of com-
plex issues, such as the costs, benefits and risks of different policy
choices and climate and socioeconomic futures. The parallel process
will reduce the time lags between the creation of emissions scenarios,
their use in climate modelling, and the application of the resulting
climate scenarios in research on impacts, adaptation and vulnerability.

This Perspective provides an overview of how scenarios are used in
climate change research, and summarizes the new process initiated
with ‘representative concentration pathways’ (RCPs) that will pro-
vide a framework for modelling in the next stages of scenario-based
research. Additional information can be found in refs 1–4.

Alternative futures

The use of scenarios originated in military planning and gaming, and
in the early 1960s was extended into strategic planning in businesses
and other organizations where decision makers wanted to analyse, in
a systematic way, the implications of investment and other strategic
decisions with long-term consequences5–8. The goal of working with
scenarios is not to predict the future, but to better understand un-
certainties in order to reach decisions that are robust under a wide
range of possible futures9.
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