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SCIENTISTS IN FRONT OF 
THE CAMERA AND BEHIND 
THE MICROPHONE
Broadcast meteorologists are 
widely considered the most vis-
ible members of the atmospheric 
sciences and, more importantly, 
serve as the public’s closest link 
to the scientific community. In a 
recent essay, Lee Grenci chose to 
indict an entire profession with the 
statement that they are television 
people “doing meteorology,” not me-
teorologists “doing television.” This 
statement could not be further 
from the truth: increasing numbers 
of television stations mandate that 
only degreed meteorologists quali-
fy to work in their weather centers, 
particularly to improve credibility 
in response to high profile natural 
disasters in recent years.

The AMS has recognized the 
rapidly increasing professional-
ism of broadcast meteorologists 
by phasing out the old AMS Seal 
of Approval and replacing it with 
the Certified Broadcast Meteo-
rologist program, which requires 
new applicants to have a calculus 
and physics–based atmospheric 
sciences degree. Board Certified 
Broadcast Meteorologists will also 
be required to maintain currency 
in the science by periodically sub-
mitting a Continued Professional 
Development portfolio.

Broadcast meteorologists are 
just a small part of the media 
business. Television and radio 
station management are focused 
on revenue, ratings, competi-
tion, and community. Broadcast 
managers often respond to these 
pressures—imposed upon them by 
their bosses, corporate executives, 
consultants, and other stakehold-
ers—by making programming 
and staffing decisions that don’t 
necessarily align with what we as 
scientists would prefer. That is why 

the AMS has taken the initiative to 
engage in a dialog with the Radio 
Television News Directors Asso-
ciation. This dialog is ongoing, but 
critical to the process of elevating 
the stature of meteorology and its 
presentation to the public.

Broadcast meteorologists are 
the best-qualified individuals in 
media newsrooms to report on 
science and environmental issues. 
The AMS has created its Commit-
tee on the Station Scientist to en-
courage and enable our colleagues 
to expand their professional roles 
beyond meteorology. 

Unfortunately, the public does 
not share our scientific expertise. 
It is estimated that less than 10% of 
adult Americans are scientifically 
literate1. Mr. Grenci strongly criti-
cizes broadcast meteorologists for 
their conversational presentations 
and explanations: Prepackaged 
mantras such as “clouds act like 
a blanket at night” and “warm air 
holds more water vapor than cold 
air” seem to be so ingrained into 
the popular culture of broadcast 
meteorology that I no longer chal-
lenge them. Although they lack 
scientific underpinning, these 
“catchy” phrases evidently qualify 
as “good” communication and 
thus continue to f lourish, wrote 
Grenci. We broadcast meteorolo-
gists are proud of our ability to 
convey our science to the public 
in lay terms and in an interest-
ing and informative manner. We 
have no shame in using “mantras” 
to educate our viewers. In fact, 
the increasing role of broadcast 
meteorologists in television news 
would completely reverse if we 
chose to speak as we would (and 
have) in delivering a paper at a 

scientific conference. To succeed, 
we must make it simple and inter-
esting and, yes, this includes using 
“catchy phrases.” 

In conclusion, we are greatly 
saddened that Mr. Grenci chose to 
characterize all broadcast meteorol-
ogists in this manner. However, de-
bate is the essence of science, and we 
want to assure the AMS member-
ship that many of their colleagues in 
front of the camera and behind the 
microphone are also scientists who 
share the same passion as well as the 
strong desire to educate and excite 
our audiences in the atmospheric 
sciences, the environment, and all 
related disciplines.
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