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Abstract 
“Integrated Assessment: The Decision-Maker's Conundrum” 
 
The dictionary defines conundrum as a: "paradoxical, insoluble, or difficult problem; a 
dilemma."  For decision-makers in climate change, this term is well applied, as the need 
and urgency for scientific information is juxtaposed with the complexity and challenges of 
the science and the ability of current science to address answers to pressing questions 
in a credible manner.   Many questions regarding the natural processes that govern 
climate change are finding answers after decades of research and billions of dollars of 
investments.    
 
Even here, the nation's most powerful supercomputers are taxed by the complexity of 
the current models.  More importantly, and within the natural sciences, critical 
uncertainties remain.  Exploring the human dimensions of climate change and the 
interactions with natural systems, both in terms of driving and responding to climate 
change, the complexities are significantly greater.  Understanding these interactions 
may, perhaps, be the greatest modeling and predictive challenge of this decade and, 
ironically, it is the most needed and relevant to policymakers.   
 
Integrated assessment (IA) models have been a front line scientific tool used to 
explore and represent these interactions, serving the broader climate science community 
as well as policymakers for many years.   Because of the inherent complexity, many 
simplifying approaches are taken in these models and no two are identical in methods or 
strengths.  That being said, these IA models have been chiefly focused on simulating 
and revealing insights to the drivers of climate change, not the responses to climate 
change.  There is a rapid shift afoot in research priorities to address the truly challenging 
task of modeling impacts and adaptations within these integrated assessment 
models.  Over the last year, considerable effort has been spent exploring priorities and 
preparing ideas to move forward.   
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