
 

Climate Change Information Sources: What Makes a Source Credible? 
 
There are many sources of information on climate change, which can make it difficult to 
figure out which sources to turn to. This is a brief overview of different types of information 
and their role. 
 
Peer reviewed journal articles: Peer review is the back-bone of academic research. When 
a researcher completes an experiment or even a mathematical proof, she writes up the 
results and submits the paper to a journal. The journal will then send the paper for “peer 
review;” subject matter experts will read the paper and point out any flaws. If the flaws are 
major, the paper will be rejected. If the flaws are potentially fixable (for example, a statistical 
analysis was not conducted on the collected data) it can be sent for revision. This process 
ensures that published papers have had a quality check. A paper published in a 
peer-reviewed journal is the gold-standard for a trusty-worthy source. 
 
This is the first stage. Science is iterative. We all stand on the shoulders of giants to produce 
new work. Later works will build on published work---either reinforcing it, finding flaws in it, 
or adding nuance to it. Looking for a more recent peer-reviewed publication is often a good 
idea, as this gives you a closer idea of the contemporary understanding. 
 
 

 

 
 
Nature Climate Change is a respected, 
peer-reviewed journal. This paper was 
published recently---in 2019. Note that 
this is an “article” (top bar) which lets us 
know it is research, not opinion or 
commentary. 

 
Some extra nuance:  

● Predatory journals: There are a number of so-called “predatory” journals, that are 
essentially scams; they essentially accept papers for a fee and do no review for them. 
Junk papers consisting of nonsense words have been published in these journals. 
The academic community works to maintain lists of these journals (e.g., 
https://guides.library.yale.edu/c.php?g=296124&p=1973764). If you see an article 
published in one of these scam journals, it does not count as a trust-worthy, 
peer-reviewed source. Journals affiliated with universities, major publishers (like 
Springer, Elsevier, Wiley, etc.), or major academic groups (like the Ecological Society 
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of America) are more likely to be legitimate. Note that some of the journals may look 
legitimate! 

 

 

 
 
Screenshot from a journal on Beall’s list of 
predatory journals. Note that they have a 
functional and legitimate looking website. 

 
Commentaries and opinions: Some peer reviewed journals also publish some opinions 
that do not go through a peer review process. These are usually labelled as such, but be 
aware that these exist. Some commentaries (e.g., Nature) are peer reviewed. 
 
Access to publications: Access to peer reviewed publications often requires a subscription 
to the journal. If you don’t have access to the paper, there are a couple of options.  

1) Look for “pre-prints” --- these are versions of the paper without journal formatting, 
often offered on a scientist’s website. Google Scholar will often find these if you 
search for the paper.  
 

2) E-mail the author --- a paper always has a “corresponding author;” this is the person 
to reach out to. This author is typically noted by a symbol of some sort. In your e-mail 
simply give the details of the paper you are trying to access and ask if they’d be 
willing to send you a copy. Usually authors will! 

 
 
 
You’ll know you’ve hit a paywall if you 
click a link like “get access” and are 
directed to login options or you are 
directed to the cost of the article. 
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The corresponding author often has a 
little envelope symbol next to their 
name that when clicked or moused 
over will give the contact information. 
In this case, I moused over the first 
author’s name and it provided 
contact information. 

   
IPCC reports: The IPCC is the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change. It is the United 
Nations entity responsible for compiling climate change information. The reports produced 
by the IPCC do undergo extensive peer-review. The documents and numbers produced by 
the IPCC are typically considered the consensus view on climate change. IPCC reports 
should be considered the same quality as a peer-reviewed publication; in general, IPCC 
conclusions would supersede contemporary peer-reviewed literature. 
 
The IPCC releases reports over time. More recent reports should be used, as these reflect 
the most recent understanding. 
 
Textbooks: Sometimes a fact or process is so well established that it is considered basic 
knowledge and can be reliably found in an introductory textbook. These simple facts can 
sometimes be really difficult to find in the peer-reviewed literature, because they were 
established so long ago. In general, textbooks are great sources of information about 
processes---like photosynthesis---or for numbers that are unlikely to change---like the 
diameter of the earth. For things that are more controversial or cutting-edge, a 
peer-reviewed paper is a better bet!  
 
News articles: Climate science is often written about in the news, which is exciting; we all 
need to be talking more about climate change! As a source of information about climate, you 
should be wary of using news sources. Journalists do an excellent job of translating 
information from scientific papers or from interviews with scientists, but there can be 
mistranslations and, if it is a  quote from a scientist, it will not have gone through that 
rigorous peer-review process. Science news articles that cover current research can be a 
great source of information on researchers you should look into contacting or reading their 
work. 
 
However, news stories are appropriate for certain types of information---information about 
events.  
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If you were looking for information about 
Exxon executive’s knowledge about climate, 
a news source---like Inside Climate News’ 
Pulitzer nominated work---is a great source.  
 
Information about when the Deepwater 
Horizon Spill occurred or when a climate bill 
passed would be another example of 
information newspapers would have. 

 
Government reports: Government reports are often considered “grey literature.” These 
reports are often written by experts and may undergo extensive review; in other cases, they 
may not. These are often really great sources of information about national or subnational 
level impacts or drivers of impacts. 
 
Other large organizations, like the Food and Agricultural Organization, also release many 
reports. These too are written by experts and undergo some review and are often cited by 
scientists. 
 
Reports that include citations of the peer-reviewed literature, are authored by relevant 
experts, and are produced by a relevant agency or governmental organization are likely 
better bets for good information. More recent reports are likely better sources of information 
than older ones. 
 

 

  
 
“Livestock’s Long Shadow” is a report produced by the 
FAO that has received a great deal of attention. It is not 
without controversy, but is reasonable to consider at a 
good resource on climate information. 

 
 
Non-profit reports: Non-profit reports are a mixed bag. Some non-profits produce 
documents that are well-researched and have undergone significant review. For example, 
the Greenhouse Gas Protocol is an internationally respected standard that is utilized by 
many companies to guide their work on climate mitigation; it is produced by a non-profit 
organization (WRI). These reports may be similar to scientific publications in that they are 
written by experts and cite the scientific literature. In many cases, these reports may contain 
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information about programs and initiatives that aren’t available in the peer-reviewed 
literature.  
 
However, there are also reports written by non-profits that are heavily biased and that use 
questionable information. Non-profit organizations that have a good reputation for being 
science-based and whose reports are written by experts are more likely to be trust-worthy 
sources. In general, if you can find a peer-reviewed source for the information, it is best to 
use that source or to use peer-reviewed information to check whether the claims being 
made make sense.  
 
Websites: Like non-profit reports, websites’ information on climate change are all over the 
place! You’ll find websites that have junk science and you’ll find blogs that contain 
remarkably accurate distillations of current science. Websites are particularly tricky, because 
content on individual pages for otherwise respected organizations (like universities) can be 
individually posted without any oversight. In general, websites should not be your source of 
climate information. 
 
A couple of websites that we think are useful are:  

● Our World In Data: Our world in data curates existing data-sets from reputable 
sources and makes interactive graphics and write-ups. Results from the 
peer-reviewed literature or IPCC should be prioritized over this, but this is a great 
source for interacting with the data. 

● Skeptical Science: This non-profit, volunteer run site translates the peer-reviewed 
literature for responses to common false claims about the climate. The science there 
is good and well-cited. 

● Peer reviewed journals’ magazines / news sites: journals often have an affiliated 
news site that will summarize key take-aways. These are great sources of information 
if you’re feeling overwhelmed by the density of information in the paper! 
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