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What is a ‘global average temperature’?

Since, I tend to accept things at face value, it wasn’t until fairly recently that I even reflected on the notion of a ‘global average temperature’?  While researching home weather stations, I came across a unit that professed to have the ability to post temperature data online.  When I checked out the site for local Centreville I noticed twenty some stations posting temperatures and there were nearly as many different values with about a 10° range overall.  That’s peculiar: are these weather stations really that bad?  But actually, depending on where your thermometer is situated, mostly as related to the sun and altitude etc., this condition isn’t all that unusual.   So naturally, in the interest of a ‘global average temperature’ I wondered which reading would be used, which was the correct temperature?  

Conceptually, when considering a ‘global average temperature’ at a specific point in time it seemed reasonable to think that the more readings you have, the more accurate the result would be.  So you could take the twenty Centreville readings, add them together and then divide that number by twenty and have an average temperature for Centreville for that point in time.  It wouldn’t be appropriate to extend that value as the global average temperature because readings in Chantilly are probably slightly different and certainly the same would be true in towns across the US and the world.  So it would be important to have adequate representation throughout the world in order to get a more reliable ‘global average temperature’ but then, would the spots where you were not taking temperature readings influence your results?  Unfortunately there is no correct answer – there is just the answer that we come up with.

From an abstract philosophical standpoint I wasn’t getting anywhere so I decided to see if I could understand how the ‘global average temperature’ value was being determined in actual practice.  This was very difficult for me and I can see why I am not a climatologist.  As far as I’m concerned facts are quarrelsome, tedious and highly overrated, but just the same I plunged ahead and actually did come to appreciate a few things.

There are several organizations involved in gathering and interpreting millions of temperature values per year and they include; GISS, GHCN, NOAA, NCDC, CRU etc.  I can’t remember what they all stand for but they are easily searched.  Not only do the interpreting organizations interpret the readings but they also apply thousands of adjustments to compensate for; the urban island effect, poor performing equipment, missing data, found data, el Niño, la Niña etc.  It is safe to say that there are as many adjustments involved as there are actual readings.  So these are some very complex processes but they do seem to all come together and independently arrive at upward temperature trends that are microscopic by comparison (something on the order of 1° f over fifty years) - it is truly a marvel.

Something else I learned that I thought was really very ingenious was that the values used for comparison are not temperature readings at all but are deviations from temperature readings called ‘anomalies’. These are positive or negative values applied to a reference value (or baseline) that is the ‘average temperature’ – I think.  But the wonderful thing about anomalies is that it homogenizes (normalizes) the data for appropriate comparisons across geography as well as time – nice technique.  Unfortunately for me it still looks like ‘average temperatures’ are involved and I still have a tough time understanding that.

So, absent a device that can take simultaneous temperature readings at every point in our atmosphere, I just can’t seem to come to grips with the idea of an ‘average global temperature’. It’s not like I’m a disbeliever or anything.  I just … well … I just was wondering - you know; had a few questions; that’s all, nothing meant by it.  Listen, I really don’t want any trouble here; that’s why I’m going back to my pens, pencils and paperclips.  
