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Tropospheric Response to SSWs

Stratospheric and tropospheric annular
mode variations are sometimes independent of
each other, but (on average) strong anomalies
just above the tropopause appear to favor tro-
pospheric anomalies of the same sign. Oppos-
ing anomalies as in December 1998 (Fig. 1) are
possible, but anomalies of the same sign dom-
inate the average (Fig. 2).

To examine the tropospheric circulation
after these extreme events, we define weak
and strong vortex “regimes” as the 60-day
periods after the dates on which the !3.0 and
"1.5 thresholds were crossed. Our results are
not sensitive to the exact range of days used
and do not depend on the first few days after
the “events.” We focus on the average behav-
ior during these “weak vortex regimes” and

“strong vortex regimes,” as characterized by
the normalized AO index (22). The average
value (1080 days) during weak vortex re-
gimes is !0.44, and "0.35 for strong vortex
regimes (1800 days). The large sample sizes
contribute to the high statistical significance
of these averages (23). During the weak and
strong vortex regimes the average surface
pressure anomalies (Fig. 3) are markedly like
opposite phases of the AO (11) or NAO (14),
with the largest effect on pressure gradients
in the North Atlantic and Northern Europe.

The probability density functions (PDFs) of
the daily normalized AO and NAO indices (24)
during weak and strong vortex regimes are
compared in Fig. 4. More pronounced than the
shift in means are differences in the shapes of

the PDFs, especially between the tails of the
curves. Values of AO or NAO index greater
than 1.0 are three to four times as likely during
strong vortex regimes than weak vortex re-
gimes. Similarly, index values less than !1.0
are three to four times as likely during weak
vortex regimes than strong vortex regimes. Val-
ues of the daily AO index greater than 1.0 and
less than !1.0 are associated with statistically
significant changes in the probabilities of
weather extremes such as cold air outbreaks,
snow, and high winds across Europe, Asia, and
North America (25). The observed circulation
changes during weak and strong vortex regimes
are substantial from a meteorological viewpoint
and can be anticipated by observing the strato-
sphere. These results imply a measure of pre-
dictability, up to 2 months in advance, for AO/
NAO variations in northern winter, particularly
for extreme values that are associated with un-
usual weather events having the greatest impact
on society.

Since the NAO and AO are known to mod-
ulate the position of surface cyclones across the
Atlantic and Europe, we examine the tracks of
surface cyclones with central pressure less than
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Fig. 1. Time-height development of the northern annular mode during the winter of 1998–1999.
The indices have daily resolution and are nondimensional. Blue corresponds to positive values
(strong polar vortex), and red corresponds to negative values (weak polar vortex). The contour
interval is 0.5, with values between !0.5 and 0.5 unshaded. The thin horizontal line indicates the
approximate boundary between the troposphere and the stratosphere.
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Fig. 2. Composites of time-height development of the northern annular mode for (A) 18 weak
vortex events and (B) 30 strong vortex events. The events are determined by the dates on which
the 10-hPa annular mode values cross –3.0 and"1.5, respectively. The indices are nondimensional;
the contour interval for the color shading is 0.25, and 0.5 for the white contours. Values between
!0.25 and 0.25 are unshaded. The thin horizontal lines indicate the approximate boundary
between the troposphere and the stratosphere.
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Fig. 3. Average sea-level pressure anomalies
(hPa) for (A) the 1080 days during weak vortex
regimes and (B) the 1800 days during strong
vortex regimes.
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Stratospheric Sudden Warming

delayed, persistent shift of jet stream equatorward
[Baldwin and Dunkerton, 2001]
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Tropospheric Response to SSWs

Stratospheric and tropospheric annular
mode variations are sometimes independent of
each other, but (on average) strong anomalies
just above the tropopause appear to favor tro-
pospheric anomalies of the same sign. Oppos-
ing anomalies as in December 1998 (Fig. 1) are
possible, but anomalies of the same sign dom-
inate the average (Fig. 2).

To examine the tropospheric circulation
after these extreme events, we define weak
and strong vortex “regimes” as the 60-day
periods after the dates on which the !3.0 and
"1.5 thresholds were crossed. Our results are
not sensitive to the exact range of days used
and do not depend on the first few days after
the “events.” We focus on the average behav-
ior during these “weak vortex regimes” and

“strong vortex regimes,” as characterized by
the normalized AO index (22). The average
value (1080 days) during weak vortex re-
gimes is !0.44, and "0.35 for strong vortex
regimes (1800 days). The large sample sizes
contribute to the high statistical significance
of these averages (23). During the weak and
strong vortex regimes the average surface
pressure anomalies (Fig. 3) are markedly like
opposite phases of the AO (11) or NAO (14),
with the largest effect on pressure gradients
in the North Atlantic and Northern Europe.

The probability density functions (PDFs) of
the daily normalized AO and NAO indices (24)
during weak and strong vortex regimes are
compared in Fig. 4. More pronounced than the
shift in means are differences in the shapes of

the PDFs, especially between the tails of the
curves. Values of AO or NAO index greater
than 1.0 are three to four times as likely during
strong vortex regimes than weak vortex re-
gimes. Similarly, index values less than !1.0
are three to four times as likely during weak
vortex regimes than strong vortex regimes. Val-
ues of the daily AO index greater than 1.0 and
less than !1.0 are associated with statistically
significant changes in the probabilities of
weather extremes such as cold air outbreaks,
snow, and high winds across Europe, Asia, and
North America (25). The observed circulation
changes during weak and strong vortex regimes
are substantial from a meteorological viewpoint
and can be anticipated by observing the strato-
sphere. These results imply a measure of pre-
dictability, up to 2 months in advance, for AO/
NAO variations in northern winter, particularly
for extreme values that are associated with un-
usual weather events having the greatest impact
on society.

Since the NAO and AO are known to mod-
ulate the position of surface cyclones across the
Atlantic and Europe, we examine the tracks of
surface cyclones with central pressure less than
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Fig. 1. Time-height development of the northern annular mode during the winter of 1998–1999.
The indices have daily resolution and are nondimensional. Blue corresponds to positive values
(strong polar vortex), and red corresponds to negative values (weak polar vortex). The contour
interval is 0.5, with values between !0.5 and 0.5 unshaded. The thin horizontal line indicates the
approximate boundary between the troposphere and the stratosphere.
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Fig. 2. Composites of time-height development of the northern annular mode for (A) 18 weak
vortex events and (B) 30 strong vortex events. The events are determined by the dates on which
the 10-hPa annular mode values cross –3.0 and"1.5, respectively. The indices are nondimensional;
the contour interval for the color shading is 0.25, and 0.5 for the white contours. Values between
!0.25 and 0.25 are unshaded. The thin horizontal lines indicate the approximate boundary
between the troposphere and the stratosphere.
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Fig. 3. Average sea-level pressure anomalies
(hPa) for (A) the 1080 days during weak vortex
regimes and (B) the 1800 days during strong
vortex regimes.
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[Baldwin and Dunkerton, 2001]

 response not “deterministic”
 mechanism not clear



Mechanisms

Stratospheric and tropospheric annular
mode variations are sometimes independent of
each other, but (on average) strong anomalies
just above the tropopause appear to favor tro-
pospheric anomalies of the same sign. Oppos-
ing anomalies as in December 1998 (Fig. 1) are
possible, but anomalies of the same sign dom-
inate the average (Fig. 2).

To examine the tropospheric circulation
after these extreme events, we define weak
and strong vortex “regimes” as the 60-day
periods after the dates on which the !3.0 and
"1.5 thresholds were crossed. Our results are
not sensitive to the exact range of days used
and do not depend on the first few days after
the “events.” We focus on the average behav-
ior during these “weak vortex regimes” and

“strong vortex regimes,” as characterized by
the normalized AO index (22). The average
value (1080 days) during weak vortex re-
gimes is !0.44, and "0.35 for strong vortex
regimes (1800 days). The large sample sizes
contribute to the high statistical significance
of these averages (23). During the weak and
strong vortex regimes the average surface
pressure anomalies (Fig. 3) are markedly like
opposite phases of the AO (11) or NAO (14),
with the largest effect on pressure gradients
in the North Atlantic and Northern Europe.

The probability density functions (PDFs) of
the daily normalized AO and NAO indices (24)
during weak and strong vortex regimes are
compared in Fig. 4. More pronounced than the
shift in means are differences in the shapes of

the PDFs, especially between the tails of the
curves. Values of AO or NAO index greater
than 1.0 are three to four times as likely during
strong vortex regimes than weak vortex re-
gimes. Similarly, index values less than !1.0
are three to four times as likely during weak
vortex regimes than strong vortex regimes. Val-
ues of the daily AO index greater than 1.0 and
less than !1.0 are associated with statistically
significant changes in the probabilities of
weather extremes such as cold air outbreaks,
snow, and high winds across Europe, Asia, and
North America (25). The observed circulation
changes during weak and strong vortex regimes
are substantial from a meteorological viewpoint
and can be anticipated by observing the strato-
sphere. These results imply a measure of pre-
dictability, up to 2 months in advance, for AO/
NAO variations in northern winter, particularly
for extreme values that are associated with un-
usual weather events having the greatest impact
on society.

Since the NAO and AO are known to mod-
ulate the position of surface cyclones across the
Atlantic and Europe, we examine the tracks of
surface cyclones with central pressure less than
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Fig. 1. Time-height development of the northern annular mode during the winter of 1998–1999.
The indices have daily resolution and are nondimensional. Blue corresponds to positive values
(strong polar vortex), and red corresponds to negative values (weak polar vortex). The contour
interval is 0.5, with values between !0.5 and 0.5 unshaded. The thin horizontal line indicates the
approximate boundary between the troposphere and the stratosphere.
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Composite of 30 Strong Vortex Events
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Fig. 2. Composites of time-height development of the northern annular mode for (A) 18 weak
vortex events and (B) 30 strong vortex events. The events are determined by the dates on which
the 10-hPa annular mode values cross –3.0 and"1.5, respectively. The indices are nondimensional;
the contour interval for the color shading is 0.25, and 0.5 for the white contours. Values between
!0.25 and 0.25 are unshaded. The thin horizontal lines indicate the approximate boundary
between the troposphere and the stratosphere.
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Fig. 3. Average sea-level pressure anomalies
(hPa) for (A) the 1080 days during weak vortex
regimes and (B) the 1800 days during strong
vortex regimes.
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1. downward control [e.g. Hartley, Villarin, Black & Davis 1998;
    Thompson, Furtado & Shepherd 2006]
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Mechanisms

Stratospheric and tropospheric annular
mode variations are sometimes independent of
each other, but (on average) strong anomalies
just above the tropopause appear to favor tro-
pospheric anomalies of the same sign. Oppos-
ing anomalies as in December 1998 (Fig. 1) are
possible, but anomalies of the same sign dom-
inate the average (Fig. 2).

To examine the tropospheric circulation
after these extreme events, we define weak
and strong vortex “regimes” as the 60-day
periods after the dates on which the !3.0 and
"1.5 thresholds were crossed. Our results are
not sensitive to the exact range of days used
and do not depend on the first few days after
the “events.” We focus on the average behav-
ior during these “weak vortex regimes” and

“strong vortex regimes,” as characterized by
the normalized AO index (22). The average
value (1080 days) during weak vortex re-
gimes is !0.44, and "0.35 for strong vortex
regimes (1800 days). The large sample sizes
contribute to the high statistical significance
of these averages (23). During the weak and
strong vortex regimes the average surface
pressure anomalies (Fig. 3) are markedly like
opposite phases of the AO (11) or NAO (14),
with the largest effect on pressure gradients
in the North Atlantic and Northern Europe.

The probability density functions (PDFs) of
the daily normalized AO and NAO indices (24)
during weak and strong vortex regimes are
compared in Fig. 4. More pronounced than the
shift in means are differences in the shapes of

the PDFs, especially between the tails of the
curves. Values of AO or NAO index greater
than 1.0 are three to four times as likely during
strong vortex regimes than weak vortex re-
gimes. Similarly, index values less than !1.0
are three to four times as likely during weak
vortex regimes than strong vortex regimes. Val-
ues of the daily AO index greater than 1.0 and
less than !1.0 are associated with statistically
significant changes in the probabilities of
weather extremes such as cold air outbreaks,
snow, and high winds across Europe, Asia, and
North America (25). The observed circulation
changes during weak and strong vortex regimes
are substantial from a meteorological viewpoint
and can be anticipated by observing the strato-
sphere. These results imply a measure of pre-
dictability, up to 2 months in advance, for AO/
NAO variations in northern winter, particularly
for extreme values that are associated with un-
usual weather events having the greatest impact
on society.

Since the NAO and AO are known to mod-
ulate the position of surface cyclones across the
Atlantic and Europe, we examine the tracks of
surface cyclones with central pressure less than
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Fig. 1. Time-height development of the northern annular mode during the winter of 1998–1999.
The indices have daily resolution and are nondimensional. Blue corresponds to positive values
(strong polar vortex), and red corresponds to negative values (weak polar vortex). The contour
interval is 0.5, with values between !0.5 and 0.5 unshaded. The thin horizontal line indicates the
approximate boundary between the troposphere and the stratosphere.
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Fig. 2. Composites of time-height development of the northern annular mode for (A) 18 weak
vortex events and (B) 30 strong vortex events. The events are determined by the dates on which
the 10-hPa annular mode values cross –3.0 and"1.5, respectively. The indices are nondimensional;
the contour interval for the color shading is 0.25, and 0.5 for the white contours. Values between
!0.25 and 0.25 are unshaded. The thin horizontal lines indicate the approximate boundary
between the troposphere and the stratosphere.
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Fig. 3. Average sea-level pressure anomalies
(hPa) for (A) the 1080 days during weak vortex
regimes and (B) the 1800 days during strong
vortex regimes.
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    Thompson, Furtado & Shepherd 2006]

NAM

2. stratospheric signal mediated by tropospheric eddies
    [e.g. Kushner and Polvani 2004; Song and Robinson 2004;
    Chen and Held 2007] 



Mechanisms

Stratospheric and tropospheric annular
mode variations are sometimes independent of
each other, but (on average) strong anomalies
just above the tropopause appear to favor tro-
pospheric anomalies of the same sign. Oppos-
ing anomalies as in December 1998 (Fig. 1) are
possible, but anomalies of the same sign dom-
inate the average (Fig. 2).

To examine the tropospheric circulation
after these extreme events, we define weak
and strong vortex “regimes” as the 60-day
periods after the dates on which the !3.0 and
"1.5 thresholds were crossed. Our results are
not sensitive to the exact range of days used
and do not depend on the first few days after
the “events.” We focus on the average behav-
ior during these “weak vortex regimes” and

“strong vortex regimes,” as characterized by
the normalized AO index (22). The average
value (1080 days) during weak vortex re-
gimes is !0.44, and "0.35 for strong vortex
regimes (1800 days). The large sample sizes
contribute to the high statistical significance
of these averages (23). During the weak and
strong vortex regimes the average surface
pressure anomalies (Fig. 3) are markedly like
opposite phases of the AO (11) or NAO (14),
with the largest effect on pressure gradients
in the North Atlantic and Northern Europe.

The probability density functions (PDFs) of
the daily normalized AO and NAO indices (24)
during weak and strong vortex regimes are
compared in Fig. 4. More pronounced than the
shift in means are differences in the shapes of

the PDFs, especially between the tails of the
curves. Values of AO or NAO index greater
than 1.0 are three to four times as likely during
strong vortex regimes than weak vortex re-
gimes. Similarly, index values less than !1.0
are three to four times as likely during weak
vortex regimes than strong vortex regimes. Val-
ues of the daily AO index greater than 1.0 and
less than !1.0 are associated with statistically
significant changes in the probabilities of
weather extremes such as cold air outbreaks,
snow, and high winds across Europe, Asia, and
North America (25). The observed circulation
changes during weak and strong vortex regimes
are substantial from a meteorological viewpoint
and can be anticipated by observing the strato-
sphere. These results imply a measure of pre-
dictability, up to 2 months in advance, for AO/
NAO variations in northern winter, particularly
for extreme values that are associated with un-
usual weather events having the greatest impact
on society.

Since the NAO and AO are known to mod-
ulate the position of surface cyclones across the
Atlantic and Europe, we examine the tracks of
surface cyclones with central pressure less than
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Fig. 1. Time-height development of the northern annular mode during the winter of 1998–1999.
The indices have daily resolution and are nondimensional. Blue corresponds to positive values
(strong polar vortex), and red corresponds to negative values (weak polar vortex). The contour
interval is 0.5, with values between !0.5 and 0.5 unshaded. The thin horizontal line indicates the
approximate boundary between the troposphere and the stratosphere.
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Fig. 2. Composites of time-height development of the northern annular mode for (A) 18 weak
vortex events and (B) 30 strong vortex events. The events are determined by the dates on which
the 10-hPa annular mode values cross –3.0 and"1.5, respectively. The indices are nondimensional;
the contour interval for the color shading is 0.25, and 0.5 for the white contours. Values between
!0.25 and 0.25 are unshaded. The thin horizontal lines indicate the approximate boundary
between the troposphere and the stratosphere.
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Fig. 3. Average sea-level pressure anomalies
(hPa) for (A) the 1080 days during weak vortex
regimes and (B) the 1800 days during strong
vortex regimes.
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1. downward control [e.g. Hartley, Villarin, Black & Davis 1998;
    Thompson, Furtado & Shepherd 2006]
2. stratospheric signal mediated by tropospheric eddies
    [e.g. Kushner and Polvani 2004; Song and Robinson 2004;
    Chen and Held 2007] 
3. local wave-mean flow interaction (not driven by stratosphere)
    [e.g. Plumb and Semeniuk 2003] 
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Establish the role of the stratosphere 
in tropospheric response to SSWs

Prior studies: perturb/modify the  
stratosphere above, observe the response 
below [e.g. Boville 1984; Norton 2003; 
Charlton, O’Neil, Lahoz & Massacand 2004] 
Here we perturb troposphere below to 
“erase” tropospheric memory following an 
SSW.  Is the tropospheric response 
destroyed, or does the signal come from 
above?



Idealized Model Framework

 full GCM dynamics, simplified forcing
 captures SSWs, tropospheric response

[Polvani and Kushner, 2002; Gerber and Polvani, 2008]
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FIG. 8. (a) Composite of the annular mode index as a function of pressure and lag. The composite
is based on 83 stratospheric sudden warming events determined by the day that the NAM index
at 10 hPa drops below -2 standard deviations. Black contours mark areas that are significantly
different from zero with 95% confidence. (b) A composite of H , the 20-90◦ average meridional
heat flux at 96 hPa, as defined in (2), for the same events. H is proportional to the upward flux of
wave activity into the vortex. The solid line denotes the 40 day running mean of H .
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Idealized Model Framework

 full GCM dynamics, simplified forcing
 captures SSWs, tropospheric response

[Polvani and Kushner, 2002; Gerber and Polvani, 2008]
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FIG. 8. (a) Composite of the annular mode index as a function of pressure and lag. The composite
is based on 83 stratospheric sudden warming events determined by the day that the NAM index
at 10 hPa drops below -2 standard deviations. Black contours mark areas that are significantly
different from zero with 95% confidence. (b) A composite of H , the 20-90◦ average meridional
heat flux at 96 hPa, as defined in (2), for the same events. H is proportional to the upward flux of
wave activity into the vortex. The solid line denotes the 40 day running mean of H .
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Ensemble Forecasting

 long control integration

major + minor warming events
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Ensemble Forecasting

 determine warming
events dates

 long control integration
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Perturb Troposphere

 vorticity field perturbations
 confined to lower troposphere
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Ensemble Forecasting

 determine warming
events dates

 launch perturbation
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Tropospheric Predictability
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Scrambling the Troposphere
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Tropospheric Response to SSW
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Robust Tropospheric Response
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