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Abstract During the development of the Third U.S. National Climate Assessment, an indi-
cators system was recommended as a foundational product to support a sustained assessment
process (Buizer et al. 2013). The development of this system, which we call the National
Climate Indicators System (NCIS), has been an important early product of a sustained
assessment process. In this paper, we describe the scoping and development of recommenda-
tions and prototypes for the NCIS, with the expectation that the process and lessons learned
will be useful to others developing suites of indicators. Key factors of initial success are
detailed, as well as a robust vision and decision criteria for future development; we also
provide suggestions for voluntary support of the broader scientific community, and for funding
priorities, including a research team to coordinate and prototype the indicators, system, and
process. Moving forward, sufficient coordination and scientific expertise to implement and
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maintain the NCIS, as well as creation of a structure for scientific input from the broader
community, will be crucial to its success.

1 Introduction

The Third U.S. National Climate Assessment (NCA3; NCAwhen referring to the effort more
broadly) developed new modes of conceptualizing its engagement processes and of integrating
evolving scientific insights beyond the quadrennial assessment reports (Moser et al. 2015, this
issue). Thus, over the past several years there have been calls for developing a climate
indicators systems as part of the NCA (Buizer et al. 2013; Janetos et al. 2012). A National
Research Council report (2009a) specifically suggested the U.S. Global Change Research
Program (USGCRP) should consider developing a report card or climate change indices
that could communicate complex scientific information effectively to a variety of audiences.
Such indicators were expected to have utility beyond the NCA; for example, Victor and
Kennel (2014) called for a broader range of climate indicators and the National Research
Council (2013, 2015) recommended the next strategies for national sustainability to include
explicit recognition of decision-making and adaptation and the use of metrics and indicators
to evaluate progress.

Indicators are reference tools that can be used to regularly update status, rates of change, or
trends of a phenomenon using measured data, modeled data, or an index to assess or advance
scientific understanding, to communicate, to inform decision-making, or to denote progress in
achieving management objectives. Indicators differ from data visualization tools in that they
are systematically updated and comparative to a baseline of change.

Indicators have long been used to describe status and assess progress for key phenomena
that are measureable directly or indirectly (e.g. through the use of proxies). Some economic
and health indicators have been developed and used consistently and effectively across
locations, and refined strategically over multiple decades (Cobb and Rixford 1998; Lippman
2006), but not all efforts have been successful (Innes 1990) or institutionalized (Ogburn 1933).
Drawing on those experiences, more recent efforts have called for market and non-market
valuation of environmental assets (National Research Council 1999) and the development of
national ecological indicators (National Research Council 2000) that led to The State of the
Nations Ecosystems effort developed by the Heinz Center (2008). And recently the National
Research Council initiated an effort to consider sustainability metrics (2015). Though physical
climate indicators are already presented through a range of Federal agency websites (e.g.,
https://www.climate.gov/maps-data), a unified effort that could support a sustained NCA
process did not previously exist.

In considering establishment of an indicators system during the development of the NCA3,
the USGCRP hosted three indicators workshops focused on ecological indicators (USGCRP
2010), physical indicators (USGCRP 2011b), and societal indicators (USGCRP 2011a) (Fig.
1). All the workshop outcomes supported the idea of an indicator system and noted the need
for 1) developing processes for a sustained indicators effort, 2) leveraging existing data and
indicator products, and 3) including stakeholder perspectives to assure utility for user com-
munities (Online Resource 1: Outcomes of NCAWorkshops focused on Indicators).

The workshops started a multi-year process (Fig. 1) to develop recommendations and create
a prototype of an interagency indicators system, which we call the National Climate Indicator
System (NCIS). The National Climate Assessment and Development Advisory Committee
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(NCADAC), the Federal Advisory Committee established for NCA3, empaneled an Indicators
Working Group (hereafter IWG) in 2011 (Fig. 1; USGCRP 2015), and asked them to develop
recommendations (Janetos et al. 2012; Buizer et al. 2013). The IWG included about 25
members from the NCADAC, Federal agencies, academia, and the private sector. It then
created 13 Technical Teams of producers and users of information to provide recommenda-
tions on specific topics. In addition, an Indicators Research Team, which included both funded
and volunteer scientists, coordinated the IWG and Technical Teams (see section 3.1) and
developed prototypes in support of the recommendations.

The aspirational goal for the NCIS was that the recommendations of the IWG would be
implemented, expanded, and sustained over the long-term to support the NCA and information
needs of its users. Additionally, the NCIS was envisioned to be synergistic with Federal
climate priorities, including the USGCRP strategic plan and priorities (USGCRP 2012) and
later the President’s Climate Action Plan (2013); Climate Resilience Toolkit (https://toolkit.
climate.gov/); and Executive Orders 13653 (November 2013), 13514 (October 2009), and 13642
(May 2013).

The objective of this paper is to describe the process of visioning, prototyping, and
implementing the recommendations for an NCIS and to present lessons learned. Given the
recent release of pilot indicators by the USGCRP (www.globalchange.gov/explore/indicators),
we discuss opportunities for further development of the NCIS and the research needed for
attaining the IWG’s vision. The authors of this paper do not claim to be impartial; Janetos and
Kenney co-led the NCADAC IWG, Kenney led the Indicators Research Team, and Lough
facilitated the review of NCIS recommendations in her role at the USGCRP National
Coordination Office. In this article, the term Bwe^ is used to reflect the perspective of the
authors of this paper; in all other instances we use the name of the scientific or agency group to
minimize confusion about different actors’ roles.

Fig. 1 Timeline for the creation of a National Climate Indicators System
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2 Vision and decision criteria

The IWG initially produced NCIS vision and decision criteria (USGCRP 2015), in which the
vision outlined a system of physical, natural, and societal indicators that communicate and inform
decisions about key aspects of the physical climate, climate impacts, vulnerabilities, and prepared-
ness (Fig. 2). Central to this vision was a set of indicators useful for ongoing tracking of critical
changes and impacts important to the NCA as well as indicators that could support adaptation and
mitigation decisions by a range of stakeholders. These indicators could be tracked as a part of
ongoing assessment, with adjustments made as necessary to adapt to changing conditions and
understanding (for expanded discussion see Janetos et al. (2012) and Kenney et al. (2014)).

The decision criteria operationalized IWG’s vision by describing the types and qualities of
indicators that could be considered for inclusion in the system (Online Resource 2: Recommended
Decision Criteria for the NCIS; USGCRP 2015). Key criteria include indicators that: are scien-
tifically defensible and useful, support the conceptual framework (Fig. 2), are nationally important
(not necessarily of national scale), and encompass lagging, coincident, and leading indicators.

These criteria provided robust foundations for the subsequent recommendation and devel-
opment phases. Careful evaluation and consensus about the overall objectives, purpose, and
criteria for inclusion are essential in an indicator effort to ensure that any competing and
incompatible goals are worked through before developing and choosing indicators.

3 Recommendations and development processes

Moving from the overall goals to building the system, the IWG developed a process for
making recommendations and creating prototypes that included establishing Technical Teams,

Fig. 2 Conceptualmodel recommended for theNational Climate Indicators System (adapted fromKenney et al. 2014)
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creating conceptual models, developing recommendations and research priorities, reviewing
the recommendations and selections, and selecting indicators for the NCIS pilot (Fig. 3).

3.1 Creation of technical teams and selection of experts

To develop the NCIS, the IWG created Technical Teams to provide topical recommendations,
loosely structured on the sectors and systems represented in the NCA3 chapters (see Table 1).
The 13 Technical Teams were comprised of physical, natural, and social scientists and
practitioners who had a broad understanding of the multi-stressor climate changes or impacts
on the system/sector, experience with existing sustained datasets and indicators, and an
understanding of the information needs of stakeholders. In total, the members of the 13
Technical Teams and IWG included over 200 scientists and practitioners who were
employed in the Federal agencies (nine of the 13 USGCRP agencies), academia, non-
governmental organizations, and the private sector. This range of expertise provided the
perspectives needed to meet NCIS goals, to have broad buy-in from the scientific community

Fig. 3 Proposed and prototyped National Climate Indicators System development and implementation process
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and the Federal agencies, and to support the goals of broad engagement within the NCA (Cloyd
et al. 2015 this issue).

To ensure that the Technical Team recommendations had a strong theoretical foundation,
the IWG charged them with producing for each topic a conceptual model, recommendations
for indicators drawn from those models, and research priorities. The Indicators Research Team
served a coordinating capacity for these teams.

3.2 Conceptual models

In the 2000 National Research Council report, Ecological Indicators for the Nation, one major
criterion for indicator selection suggested by the authors (and identified by Cobb and Rixford
1998), was for them to have a clear conceptual basis. Consistent with this recommendation, the
indicators system development used a conceptual or mental models approach, both for the
overall system (Fig. 2) and for each of the Technical Teams’ recommendations. The Technical
Team’s conceptual models transparently defined the system and relationships for each topic
area, which framed the team’s recommendations.

We did not constrain each team within a single conceptual modeling framework because of
the diversity of the topics and team members and a lack of existing conceptual models from the
literature that could accommodate this diversity (Binder et al. 2013; Fisher et al. 2013;
Dorward 2014). As a result, the conceptual models ranged from those that were focused on
the system components (e.g., Kenney et al. 2014, pp. B-23) to those that provided a risk-based
framing (e.g., Kenney et al. 2014, pp. B-42). Because the Technical Teams’ members were
from different disciplines and had not worked together previously, the conceptual modeling
process promoted a shared understanding of the components and functioning within each
sector. We knew the process was achieving its intended goal when one person remarked that
the conceptual modeling process’ success was evident when the individual experts became a
team and developed a shared understanding of the critical biophysical and societal factors
affecting the sector.

After the release of the NCADAC recommendations (Kenney et al. 2014) and building
from the first round of conceptual models, the second round of conceptual model development

Table 1 Technical teams
established by the NCADAC indi-
cators working group to develop
recommendations for the National
Climate Indicators System

Indicators Technical Teams

Physical Climate and Atmospheric Composition

Freshwater Ecosystems

Oceans and Coasts

Water Cycle and Management

Phenology

Forests

Grasslands, Rangelands, and Pastures

Agriculture

Energy

Infrastructure

Human Health

Mitigation and Greenhouse Gases and Sinks

Adaptation and Hazards
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has focused on using a common approach and syntax. Synthesizing across all the conceptual
models has allowed us to better understand and describe the interlinkages between the different
systems and sectors, to further describe the overall NCIS conceptual model, and was used to
support the web-design of the NCIS. Though the system components are fairly obvious to the
Technical Team, they are more challenging to identify and to connect for non-technical
experts. We have found the conceptual models to be a useful way to represent systems and
describe the types of indicators that could be useful to decision makers.

3.3 Recommendations and research priorities

The large number of existing datasets, indicator products, and graphics provided a solid
foundation for the development of the NCIS, including materials created through the devel-
opment of the NCA3, various Federal agency climate programs, and extramural scientific
research. Each Technical Team assessed the available information and made recommendations
for indicators that were a balance between those useful for documenting change in the sector
and those that would be directly useful for adaptation or mitigation decisions. In either case,
the teams needed to demonstrate actual or potential use of the indicator by user audiences to
justify their recommendation. At the same time, the teams also suggested research priorities
that would build out the information important for each sector.

3.4 Review processes

Each Technical Team’s conceptual model, recommendations, and research priorities were
developed into a draft report that was reviewed by a minimum of three experts who were
not part of the indicators process. The Indicators Research Team managed this external review
process, and suggested priorities for responses by the Technical Teams, analogous to standard
review processes used in most scientific publishing. The goal was to ensure that recommen-
dations that ultimately came forward to the USGCRP had passed through rigorous internal and
external expert review. The revised reports were delivered to the IWG for discussion and
synthesis to suggest refinements of the recommendations by a particular team or to identify
linkages of indicator and system concepts between teams. In this way, recommendations from
Technical Teams underwent three levels of review and discussion – an external review, a
review internal to the teams, and a discussion among all the Technical Teams for any system-
wide issues, such as overlaps in proposed indicators or unexpected gaps in the end-to-end
nature of the system.

Such extensive review was time-consuming and difficult. On one hand, it certainly had the
potential to slow down recommendations from coming forward to the NCADAC (and ultimately
the USGCRP). However, it created a level of confidence that indicators that were ultimately
recommended through this process were scientifically well founded, had a strong potential to be
immediately usable, and could be implemented fairly easily.

3.5 Selection of indicators for system

The IWG considered the recommendations of each of the Technical Teams. Because the first
phase of the proposed NCIS implementation process was the creation of a pilot indicator
system, the IWG asked each Technical Team to provide no more than four indicators that were
already scientifically vetted and would be implementable with no additional research or data

Climatic Change (2016) 135:85–96 91



synthesis. The IWG then developed synthesis recommendations (Kenney et al. 2014), which
were approved by the NCADAC (USGCRP 2015), and delivered as advice to the USGCRP.
The IWG was well aware that the initial proposals of such a small number of indicators would
leave unwelcome gaps in the end-to-end model of the NCIS. However, we felt strongly that it
would not be possible to anticipate all the ways in which the indicators of the proposed NCIS
might be interpreted and used, and that it would be preferable to make initial progress that
could then be evaluated and built on. Technical Teams that had proposed multiple indicators
for their topics were thus faced with a difficult tradeoff at the system level of the NCIS.

4 Proposed implementation and phasing

Though the vision, recommendations, and proposed implementation were designed through the
IWG, the intent was for the NCIS to transition to the USGCRP for implementation and ongoing
management. Specifically, the IWG envisioned that the NCISwould be developedwith a process
similar to a typical software development cycle. A beta version would be released to the public
for review. This pilot version would serve as a proof-of-concept, with a limited number of
indicators covering a wide range of topics and providing an opportunity to engage the broader
stakeholder community. Such an iterative user-focused approach is rarely employed for decision-
support products (Moss et al. 2014), but provides a means to assess the efficacy of the product
and to co-design the elements with users to ensure the product better meets their needs (Fig. 3).

To support the implementation recommendations, the Indicators Research Team developed
prototypes for a subset of the pilot indicators that were consistent with recommendations from
the NCADAC (Kenney et al. 2014). The Indicators Research team also created a prototype
style guide for indicator graphics, text, and metadata (see Online Resource 3: Recommended
NCIS Graphic Style Guidance).

It is unusual for USGCRP to receive recommended content from an external group. In order
to release the pilot as an interagency product, the agencies needed to establish a process to
review, revise, and finalize the indicators figures, text, and metadata. A team of Federal
scientists reviewed the content for scientific validity, consistency with other USGCRP products
(e.g., NCA3), adherence to the USGCRP’s communication principles, and correctness and
completeness of metadata. A number of changes were made to meet the standards for USGCRP
products. For example, trends were added to some figures, text was revised to clarify climate
impacts, relevance to decision-making was framed more consistently, and metadata was revised
to adhere to agency standards. Several prototyped indicators were removed from the pilot set
due to competing agency science products (e.g., multiple methods for calculating drought
indices), or because the index reflected non-climate variables and a climate signal could not be
clearly distinguished. Due to time constraints, these issues could not be resolved for the pilot,
but those indicators could be revisited for the future. Consistent with the NCADAC’s recom-
mendations, the USGCRP released a pilot phase inMay 2015 (www.globalchange.gov/explore/
indicators) and will consider establishing a sustained NCIS that expands the pilot.

5 Co-creation with stakeholders using social science research approaches

One of the tenets of stakeholder engagement processes is that the co-creation of knowledge
confers greater legitimacy and salience to the outcomes than simply communicating expert
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judgment (Moss et al. 2014; Lee 1993; Innes 1990). For the NCIS, the approach to co-creation
was serial. The first phase in the NCIS co-production process could be classified as integrating
expert knowledge (Meadow et al. 2015). The initial process included experts on the IWG
and Technical Teams who were familiar with scientific outputs and broad decision needs;
at this stage it did not include non-technical experts who were interested in specific uses for the
indicators.

Part of the rationale for the recommended pilot phase was to Broad test^ the NCIS pilot to
understand how the indicators are used and the additional features needed to increase its utility.
Involving a diverse group of non-technical experts and stakeholders would create the oppor-
tunity to move into a collaborative co-production function (Meadow et al. 2015) to expand and
improve the NCIS to meet user needs and preferences.

The two-phase co-development process was purposeful; we focused on planning an
inclusive, pragmatic process that would be led by technical experts but informed by decision
needs and indicator use. The later phase of the co-development process allows for action-
oriented engagement of stakeholders in which people are asked to engage in the process of
designing scientific products to increase utility for both the scientific and user communities.

After the pilot NCIS was released by USGCRP, new opportunities emerged to evaluate co-
development pathways, including both Btop-down^ and Bbottom-up^ approaches. Top-down
approaches include web analytics and surveys to provide a broad assessment of the under-
standability of individual indicators as well as experiments to test the efficacy of visual
indicator representations and the system as a whole. Bottom-up case studies engage scientists
and decision makers to understand their decision-making contexts, processes, and information
needs – particularly, how NCIS indicators or proposed indicators could be modified to better
support a range of research questions and climate-informed decisions. The Indicators Research
Team is currently conducting and publishing both top-down and bottom-up research that could
provide ideas for future development of the NCIS. Such evaluation data can help prioritize
indicator modifications, additions, and features for the overall system. An iterative approach to
development supports the recommendations by Weaver et al. (2014) to increase global change
social science research and National Research Council recommendation (2009b) that future
research should include Bdesign and application of decision support process and assessment of
decision support experiments.^

Through a combination of evaluation research and targeted co-production, the NCIS could
be refined and developed in a way that balances the need for indicators to support sustained
assessments and to support decisions. Indicators can be both descriptive - describing existing
conditions - and analytic - seeking to understand why those conditions exist (Cobb and
Rixford 1998). The IWG recommendations primarily focused on identifying descriptive
indicators and understanding the relationships among them through conceptual models. The
approach placed the descriptive indicators within a systems context without being prescriptive;
thus, allowing for a balance between indicators for assessment and decision-making.

6 Research opportunities

To meet the goals of the NCIS vision, several near-term research foci were suggested by
Janetos and Kenney (2015). First, a big gap noted in the NCADAC’s recommendations
(Kenney et al. 2014) was the need for adaptation and mitigation indicators. Because adaptation
and mitigation indicators are both more experimental and more closely related to policy than
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others, the Technical Teams chose to identify research questions rather than individual
indicators. For example, further research could help develop indicators that demonstrate
climate vulnerability with and without adaptation measures (i.e., counterfactual analysis) or
the effectiveness of recently implemented policies to reduce greenhouse gases. A particularly
useful set of indicators would move beyond accounting for adaptation actions into measuring
outcomes and effectiveness of portfolios of climate-resilience actions.

Second, it will be important to develop strategies for creating leading indicators to support
climate-resilient decisions. Leading indicators are predictive of future conditions, based either
on currently measured indicators that signify something important about the future or on
models that can verifiably forecast future conditions. Leading indicators have been created for
a number of key climate variables, such as surface temperature and precipitation (Walsh et al.
2014), but leading indicators for climate impacts are less developed yet critically important for
informing adaptation actions. To pursue a research strategy related to leading climate impact
and vulnerability indicators, it will be advisable when scientifically feasible to identify their
optimal temporal scale so that they can be useful in both current and future decision contexts.

Third, there is a need for spatial scalability, i.e., indicators that can be presented at local to
national scales. Such scalability of indicators would allow information to match the scale of the
decision at hand. The spatial scalability of indicators is not simply a matter of aggregating or
disaggregating observations or modeled results. The most appropriate way of representing an
indicator such as drought (Steinemann and Cavalcanti 2006), for example, may depend on the
scale, decision context, or available datasets. Overall, a system of scalable indicators would
have greater utility for a broader range of users and, beyond the communication potential, could
truly support decisions.

7 Conclusions

The recent release of the USGCRP indicators pilot (2015) has been very well received, but the
true success of the effort will be demonstrated through ongoing governance and development.
In particular, a clear vision of a fuller implementation of the NCIS needs to be defined and
refined by user needs and scientific feasibility. In the long-term, a periodic review of the vision
and decision criteria could be used to assist USGCRP in meeting, improving, and evolving the
goals of the effort. Although the NCIS started with IWG recommendations, the system was
intended for Federal agency ownership. Thus, future reconsideration of the goals will likely be
a Federal activity, but we believe input from the broader community would prove useful to
assure that the NCIS is serving the sustained assessment and user needs.

Reliance on a collaborative and transparent process involving Federal and non-Federal
experts and decision makers could guide the evolution of a system of credible, salient, and
useful indicators of change that meet the needs of the indicator audiences. In particular,
ongoing interaction with stakeholders will allow agencies to better match user needs for
climate information with the development of scientifically rigorous indicators. This approach
would provide a consistent and regularly updated suite of national indicators to improve
understanding of changes and impacts and to strengthen the ability of U.S. communities and
the economy to prepare and respond; thus, meeting the original vision of the NCIS.

Ultimately, the NCIS could support development of assessment reports by providing
consistent and routinely updated indicators of physical, ecological, and societal change. The
NCIS could enable an efficient way for each successive national assessment to build on a well-

94 Climatic Change (2016) 135:85–96



documented time series of indicators, measured from established baselines, clearly showing
how conditions have changed since the previous assessment. Finally, an NCIS that success-
fully includes information on the climate system, climate impacts, and adaptation and mitiga-
tion responses, should be able to provide future assessments with the ability assess the Nation’s
progress in responding to climate change.
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