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Dilbert the Genius
Do you believe him?



Challenges of Communicating 

Weather Information to the Public

• Who is our audience?

• Soccer Moms and Dads

• Concrete Contractors

• Golf Course Managers

• Outdoor Event Coordinators

• Utility Companies

• Park and Recreation Departments

• Joe and Peggy Public

• Everyone



Challenges of Communicating 

Weather Information to the Public

• With such a diverse audience, how can we 
possibly communicate clear and effective weather 
information so it will be believed, trusted, and 
used properly? 



Quick Exercise

• Against your advice, your best friend has decided to have an 
outdoor wedding in June. You are responsible for the weather 
forecast and decisions that will be made. You can order the 
wedding inside if you think it might rain, but you have to make your 
final decision 48 hours before the event. You can change your mind 
just prior to the event, but it will cost A LOT of extra money to do 
so.  

• The next slide will show you a series of daily forecasts for the
chance of rain leading up to the big day. Climatology for rain 
chances this time of year is about 30 percent. What decision will 
you make?



Make a Decision Based on Forecasts

Decision 

Time
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Comparison of Two Forecasts
Actual Precipitation was 0.27 inches



Fcst Period Forecast  1 Forecast  2

14 0.36 0.81

13 0.49 0.81

12 0.25 0.81

11 0.25 0.49

10 0.25 0.49

9 0.36 0.49

8 0.16 0.49

7 0.25 0.49

6 0.09 0.16

5 0.25 0.16

4 0.49 0.16

3 0.09 0.04

2 0.01 0.04

1 0.09 0.01

7- day Fcst 0.24 0.39

Brier Score

Brier Score = 0 

Best Forecast

Brier Score = 1 

Worst Forecast

Brier Score 

Oi = 1 for pcpn

Oi = 0 for no pcpn

NWS Verification of Two Forecasts
Actual Precipitation was 0.27 inches



• Was the most accurate forecast (using current verification 

methods) the most reliable?

• Did the most accurate forecast provide the best 

information for decision making?

• Do people monitor forecasts as series or singular?

• Are there better methods of presenting and verifying 

forecasts?

• Why is this even important?

Challenges of Communicating 

Weather Information to the Public



Challenges of Communicating 

Weather Information to the Public

• Weather information must be presented in a consistent 
manner with little contradiction in order to be believed

• Contradiction naturally leads to doubt, confusion and a lack of
trust in the source

• If today’s forecast appears significantly different from 
yesterday and/or the day before, how can it be trusted by the 
user? 

• Think about how you gain confidence or how 
your trust is earned 



Consistency

• NWS is striving to improve 
consistency 

– National Digital Forecast Database 
(NDFD)  

– Aviation Forecasts
• Ability to define uncertainty as important as 

accuracy

– Emergency Management

• IAEM members requested that NWS continue 

to focus on innovative means to convey 

“forecaster confidence without a false sense of 

precision” – Aware 2009

• What about consistency and 
confidence in daily forecasts?



Verification vs Consistency

• Verification (Verify)

– to establish the truth, accuracy, or reality of 

<verify the claim>
» From Webster Online Dictionary

• Consistency

– agreement or harmony of parts or features to one 

another or a whole; specifically : ability to be 

asserted together without contradiction
» From Webster Online Dictionary



Inconsistency between forecasts can lead to low confidence and a lack 

of response because people do not “trust” the source 

If people do not trust our daily forecasts, will they believe our 

warnings when they are issued and act immediately??

Are we communicating to our users in the most effective and 

believable manner so they will trust us when in counts?

Consistency = Confidence

Inconsistency = Lack of Confidence

Consistency Theory

Consistency Theory – People need consistency in their lives. Inconsistencies 

create a state of dissonance (a cognitive, emotional, behavioral state which 

occurs when things do not occur as expected).

Consistency Theory from http://changingminds.org and http://www.healthyinfluence.com/Primer/dissonance.htm  
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Confidence in ForecastsConfidence in Forecasts

Confidence in Forecasts Decreases as Lead Time and 

Uncertainty Increase

“But change must always be balanced with some degree 

of consistency.” – Ron D. Burton

“But change must always be balanced with some degree 

of consistency.” – Ron D. Burton



• FCS shows significant improvement of PFM over MOS despite a 

worse (lower) verification score.

Which 7-Day Forecast is Better??



• “Slight Chance”

• Webster ‘s 

• Slight - Small of its kind or in amount. 

• Chance - The possibility of a particular outcome in an uncertain situation; 

also : the degree of likelihood of such an outcome <a small chance of 

success>

• Does the public understand our weather terms?

• National Weather Service Public Forecasts

• Slight Chance – 15-24 percent chance of occurrence  (1 in 5)

• National Weather Service Storm Prediction Center

• Slight Risk - Well-organized severe thunderstorms are expected, but 

in small numbers and/or low coverage. Depending on the size of the 

area, approximately 5-25 reports of severe hail, and/or 5-25 wind 

events, and/or 1-5 tornadoes would be possible

Challenges of Communicating Weather 

Information to the Public



Challenges of Communicating Weather 

Information to the Public

• Does the public understand our weather terms?

• What is a “Severe” Storm?

• Any of the following: Winds equal to or greater than 58 

mph, hail of at least 1” in diameter, a tornado

• How many people really know this?

• Lightning kills more people in the U.S. than any of these 

“severe” criteria (30 year climatology).

• After many “non-severe” night storm systems (MCS’s), 

media and public often call asking why warnings were not 

issued for “those severe storms”.

• During early spring storms which drop hail with little 

wind, people ask why we are issuing so many warnings 



Conclusions and Summary

• “Accurate” forecasts may not necessarily be viewed as the most 

reliable or provide the best decision making information

• Building confidence through the daily forecasts can yield 

greater trust in warnings at a later time when it matters most

• Meteorological terms and definitions may not match “real 

world” definitions and interpretations

• What we think we are saying may not be what people are 

hearing

• Continue to work on educating people, but so many people!



Shameless Plug
Networking Opportunity!

National Weather Service Golf Outing and Tournament

• June 2010

• Kanasas City, MO (or somewhere nearby)

• 5 days of golfing fun!

• NWS Employees, guests, partners, etc. – Everyone!

• Scrambles and Individual 2 day tournament

• All skill levels welcome – Several divisions 

• Cash Prizes, awards, and trophies  

• Donation from proceeds made to local Red Cross

• Meet new friends, fellow co-workers, new 

contacts!

• Hospitality room with cheap Alcohol!!

• http://users.hoosierlink.net/slashley/nwsgolf/


