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Contributions of Anthropogenic
and Natural Forcing to Recent
Tropopause Height Changes

B. D. Santer,1* M. F. Wehner,2 T. M. L. Wigley,3 R. Sausen,4

G. A. Meehl,3 K. E. Taylor,1 C. Ammann,3 J. Arblaster,3

W. M. Washington,3 J. S. Boyle,1 W. Brüggemann5

Observations indicate that the height of the tropopause—the boundary between
the stratosphere and troposphere—has increased by several hundred meters since
1979. Comparable increases are evident in climate model experiments. The latter
show that human-induced changes in ozone and well-mixed greenhouse gases
account for�80%of the simulated rise in tropopause height over 1979–1999. Their
primary contributions are through cooling of the stratosphere (caused byozone) and
warming of the troposphere (caused by well-mixed greenhouse gases). A model-
predicted fingerprint of tropopause height changes is statistically detectable in two
different observational (“reanalysis”) data sets. This positive detection result allows
us to attribute overall tropopauseheight changes to a combinationof anthropogenic
and natural external forcings, with the anthropogenic component predominating.

The tropopause represents the boundary be-
tween the troposphere and stratosphere and is
marked by large changes in the thermal, dy-
namical, and chemical structure of the atmos-
phere (1–3). Increases in tropopause height
over the past several decades have been iden-
tified in radiosonde data (2, 4 ), in optimal
combinations of numerical weather forecasts
and observations (“reanalyses”) (3, 5), and in
climate models forced by combined natural
and anthropogenic effects (6 ). Model exper-
iments suggest that such increases cannot be
explained by natural climate variability alone
(6, 7 ).

To date, no study has quantified the contri-
butions of different anthropogenic and natural
forcings to 20th-century tropopause height
changes. We estimate these contributions here
and demonstrate the usefulness of the thermally
defined tropopause as an integrated indicator of
human-induced climate change. We also iden-
tify a model-predicted “fingerprint” of tropo-
pause height changes in reanalysis data.
Detection of this fingerprint enables us to
attribute tropopause height changes to the
combined effects of anthropogenic and nat-
ural forcing.

The anthropogenic forcings we consider
are changes in well-mixed greenhouse gases
(G), the direct scattering effects of sulfate
aerosols (A), and tropospheric and strato-
spheric ozone (O). The natural forcings con-
sidered are changes in solar irradiance (S)
and volcanic aerosols (V). All of these fac-
tors are likely to have modified the thermal
structure and static stability of the atmos-
phere (6–11), thus affecting tropopause
height. To isolate the thermal responses that
drive tropopause height changes, we analyze
the effects of G, A, O, S, and V on temper-
atures averaged over broad layers of the
stratosphere and troposphere.
Model and reanalysis data. We used

the Department of Energy Parallel Climate
Model (PCM) developed by the National
Center for Atmospheric Research (NCAR)
and Los Alamos National Laboratory (12). A
wide range of experiments has been per-
formed with PCM, of which seven were an-
alyzed here for tropopause height changes. In
the first five experiments, only a single forc-
ing is changed at a time; for example, G
varies according to historical estimates of
greenhouse gas concentration changes,
whereas A, O, S, and V are all held constant
at preindustrial levels (13–18). In the sixth
experiment (ALL), all five forcings are varied
simultaneously. Both natural forcings are
changed in the seventh experiment (SV). G,
A, O, and S commence in 1872, whereas V,
SV, and ALL start in 1890. The experiments
end in 1999. To obtain better estimates of the
underlying responses to the imposed forc-
ings, four realizations of each experiment
were performed. Each realization of a given

experiment has identical forcing but com-
mences from different initial conditions of an
unforced control run.

The detection part of our study requires
estimates of observed tropopause height chang-
es, which were obtained from two reanalyses
(19, 20). The first is from the National Center
for Environmental Prediction and the National
Center for Atmospheric Research (NCEP); the
second is from the European Centre for Medi-
um-Range Weather Forecasts (ERA). Reanaly-
ses use an atmospheric numerical weather fore-
cast model with no changes over time in either
the model itself or in the observational data
assimilation system. NCEP data were available
from 1948 to 2001, but data before January
1979 were excluded because of well-document-
ed inhomogeneities (21, 22). ERA spans the
shorter period from 1979 to 1993.

We estimate tropopause height using a
standard thermal definition of pLRT, the pres-
sure of the lapse-rate tropopause (23). This
definition has the advantage that it can be
applied globally and is easily calculated from
vertical profiles of atmospheric temperature
under most meteorological conditions (24,
25). The algorithm that we used to compute
pLRT primarily monitors large-scale changes
in the thermal structure of the atmosphere.

Multidecadal changes in pLRT are gener-
ally smaller than the vertical resolution of the
atmospheric models used in PCM and the two
reanalyses (Fig. 1A). This raises concerns
regarding the sensitivity of our estimated
pLRT trends to the vertical resolution of the
input temperature data in the vicinity of the
tropopause. Three independent pieces of ev-
idence support the reliability of our pLRT

changes. First, calculations of NCEP pLRT

trends performed at high and low vertical
resolution are in close agreement (26 ). Sec-
ond, climate models with different vertical
resolutions yield similar pLRT trends in re-
sponse to external forcing (6 ). Finally, pLRT

trends computed from ERA and NCEP are in
good agreement with pLRT changes obtained
from high-resolution radiosonde temperature
soundings (4, 6 ). All three lines of evidence
enhance confidence in the robustness of our
procedure for estimating pLRT changes.

At each grid point in the model and reanal-
ysis data, we compute pLRT from the monthly
mean temperature profile at discrete pressure
levels (25). For PCM, we also calculate strato-
spheric and tropospheric temperatures equiva-
lent to those monitored by channels 4 and 2 (T4
and T2) of the satellite-based Microwave
Sounding Unit (MSU) (22, 27–29). The simu-
lated MSU data are useful in relating changes in
pLRT to broad changes in atmospheric thermal
structure. Direct comparisons with observed
MSU T4 and T2 data are given elsewhere (30).
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Global-scale changes. For any specified
forcing, the ensemble members define an en-
velope of possible climate trajectories (Fig.
1A). The time at which the ALL and SV
envelopes separate completely (and remain
separated) is a simple qualitative measure of
the detectability of an anthropogenic signal in
PCM data. For tropopause height, this sepa-
ration occurs in the mid-1980s. Divergence
of the ALL and SV solutions occurs earlier
for T4 data [before the eruption of Mt.
Agung in 1963 (Fig. 1C)] and later for T2
[in the early 1990s (Fig. 1E)].

The short-term (3- to 4-year) pLRT signa-
tures of major volcanic eruptions are clearly
evident in reanalyses and the SV and ALL
experiments (Fig. 1A). Large explosive volca-
nic eruptions warm the lower stratosphere and
cool the troposphere (Fig. 1, C and E). Both
effects decrease tropopause height and increase
pLRT (6 ). In PCM, pLRT changes after the
eruptions of Santa Maria, Agung, El Chi-
chón, and Pinatubo are large, relative to
both the “between realization” variability
of pLRT and the pLRT variability during
volcanically quiescent periods.

The total linear pLRT decrease in ALL is 2.9
hPa over 1979–1999, corresponding to a tropo-
pause height increase of roughly 120 m (Fig.
1A). Tropopause height in NCEP rises by �190
m. The smaller increase in PCM is primarily due
to two factors. The first is the unrealistically large
stratospheric cooling in NCEP (31). Because
stratospheric cooling tends to increase tropopause
height (4, 6), excessive cooling amplifies
NCEP’s height increase. The second factor is
PCM’s overestimate of volcanically induced
stratospheric warming (30). Excessive strato-
spheric warming yields a volcanically induced
tropopause height decrease that is too large, thus
reducing the overall height increase in ALL.

The largest contributions to PCM’s overall
tropopause height increases are from changes in

Fig. 1. Time series of global mean, monthly mean anom-
alies in tropopause pressure (pLRT)(A and B), stratospheric
temperature (T4) (C and D), and mid- to upper tropo-
spheric temperature (T2) (E and F). Model results are from
seven different PCM ensemble experiments (12, 14, 16,
17). Five experiments use a single forcing only (G, A, O, S,
or V ). Two integrations involve combined forcing changes,
either in natural forcings (SV ), or in all forcings (ALL).
There are four realizations of each experiment. In (B), (D),
and (F), only low-pass filtered ensemble means are shown.
In (A), (C), and (E), both the low-pass filtered ensemble
mean and the (unfiltered) range between the highest and
lowest values of the realizations are given. All model
anomalies are defined relative to climatological monthly
means computed over 1890–1909. Reanalysis-based pLRT
estimates from NCEP (19) and ERA (20) were filtered in
the same way as model data (A). NCEP pLRT data are
available from 1948–2001, but pre-1960 data were ig-
nored because of deficiencies in the coverage and quality
of assimilated radiosonde data (22). The ERA record spans
1979–1993. NCEP (ERA) was forced to have the same
mean as ALL over 1960–1999 (1979–1993). The SUM
results [(B), (D), and (F)] are the sum of the filtered
ensemble-mean responses from G, A, O, S, and V.
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well-mixed greenhouse gases and ozone (Fig.
1B). To quantify these contributions, we exam-
ine the total linear pLRT trends in the ensemble
means of the G, A, O, S, and V experiments
(32). Linear trends are computed over four dif-
ferent time horizons: the 20th century, 1900–
1949, 1950–1999, and the satellite era (1979–
1999) (Fig. 2A). Contributions of individual
forcings are expressed as a percentage of the
total linear change in ALL (33). Because some
forcings increase tropopause height and others
lower it, the contributions of individual forcings
can in some cases exceed 100%. This simply
means that in the absence of other influences,
the trend due to a specific forcing can be larger
than that obtained when all five forcings act in
concert.

During the 20th century, G and O account for
77 and 88% (respectively) of the total increase in
tropopause height in ALL. Their combined per-
centage contribution of 165% is partly offset by
the smaller decreases in height caused by A and
V (�32 and �39%). Solar irradiance changes
make a small positive contribution to the height
increase in ALL. The relative contribution of
each forcing varies with time. Whereas G and O
make roughly equivalent contributions to tropo-
pause height change over 1900–1949, ozone
becomes more important in the second half of
the century and during the satellite era (Fig. 2A).
Similarly, S and V together explain 74% of the
total tropopause height change over 1900–1949,
but their net contribution to ALL is only �40%
over 1950–1999. The large influence of V over
1900–1949 arises from the Santa Maria eruption
in 1902 (Fig. 1A).

Decadal-scale increases in the height of the
tropopause are driven by temperature changes
above and below the tropopause. Temperatures
in this region are influenced primarily by ozone-
and greenhouse gas–induced cooling of the
stratosphere and greenhouse gas–induced warm-
ing of the troposphere. Both of these effects tend
to raise tropopause height (4, 6). To first order,
the global mean changes in pLRT over a stipulat-
ed time period are linearly related to �T4 �
�T2. A key question, therefore, is whether the
simulated height increase in ALL could have
occurred solely through stratospheric cooling
and without significant anthropogenically in-
duced warming of the troposphere. We address
this question by estimating the contributions of
individual forcings to T4 and T2 changes.

Previous model-based work suggests that
ozone forcing is the major driver of recent strato-
spheric cooling (10, 34). A similar result holds
in PCM: Ozone changes account for 123% of the
total linear change in T4 over 1950–1999 and
for 82% of the T4 decrease during the satellite
era (Figs. 1D and 2B). The corresponding con-
tributions of greenhouse gas forcing to T4
changes are only 9 and 3%, respectively (6). In
contrast, well-mixed greenhouse gases are the
major contributor to PCM’s tropospheric warm-
ing and explain 174% of the total change in T2

over 1950–1999 (Figs. 1F and 2C). The ozone
component of T2 changes is small over this
period (�6%) (35). In PCM, therefore, the main
effect of well-mixed greenhouse gases on tropo-
pause height is through warming the troposphere
rather than cooling the stratosphere.

Several additional features are noteworthy.
Anthropogenic sulfate aerosols decrease tropo-
pause height, primarily by cooling the tropo-
sphere (Figs. 1F and 2C). In the model, sulfate
aerosols cause only a small decrease in T4
(Figs. 1D and 2B). Solar irradiance changes
over the 20th century warm both the tropo-
sphere and the stratosphere, with offsetting
effects on tropopause height. The sign of
the solar effect on pLRT must therefore depend
on the relative magnitudes of solar-induced
stratospheric and tropospheric warming. The
small rise in tropopause height in S (Fig. 1B)
suggests that for solar forcing, tropospheric
warming is more important.

A key assumption in many detection stud-
ies is that the sum of the individual climate
responses to several different forcing mech-
anisms is equal to the response obtained
when these forcings are varied simultaneous-
ly (8, 9, 36 ). This implies that there are no
strong interactions between individual forc-
ings. We tested this assumption for pLRT, T4,
and T2 by comparing ALL results with the
sum of the individual responses to G, A, O, S,
and V (SUM). ALL and SUM show very
similar global mean changes (Fig. 1, B, D,
and F). For the three variables considered
here, the estimated linear changes in SUM are
within 10% (37 ) of the corresponding ALL
values (Fig. 2). For these global-scale

changes, additivity is a reasonable assumption.
Fingerprint analysis. We next used a

standard detection method (38, 39) to determine
whether a model-predicted spatial pattern of
externally forced pLRT changes can be identi-
fied in reanalysis data. Our detection method
assumes that the searched-for signal (the finger-
print,

3

f ) is well represented by the first empir-
ical orthogonal function (EOF) of the ALL
ensemble mean (30). We search for an increas-
ing expression of

3

f in the NCEP and ERA
pLRT data and estimate the detection time—the
time at which

3

f becomes consistently identifi-
able at a stipulated 5% significance level. The
climate noise estimates required for assessing
statistical significance are obtained from 300-
year control runs performed with PCM and the
ECHAM model of the Max-Planck Institute for
Meteorology in Hamburg (40).

Detection times are computed both with and
without the global mean component of tropo-
pause height change (30). If the spatial mean is
included, detection results can be dominated by
large global-scale changes. Removing the spa-
tial mean focuses attention on smaller-scale
model-data pattern similarities and provides a
more stringent test of model performance.

We first describe the patterns of tropopause
height change in PCM and reanalyses. Maps of
linear pLRT trends over 1979–1999 are similar
in NCEP and PCM (Fig. 3, A and C). Both
show spatially coherent increases in tropopause
height (negative trends in pLRT), with the small-
est changes in the tropics and the largest in-
creases toward the poles, particularly in the
Southern Hemisphere (6). Tropopause height
changes in ERA (Fig. 3B) are less coherent than

Fig. 2. Total linear changes (32) in global mean, monthly mean tropopause height (A), stratospheric
temperature (B), and tropospheric temperature (C) in PCM experiments with individual forcings (G,
A, O, S, and V ) and combined natural and anthropogenic forcings (ALL). Linear changes are
computed over four different time intervals using the (unfiltered) ensemble-mean data from Fig.
1. For each time period, anomalies were defined relative to climatological monthly means
computed over 1900–1999. SUM denotes the sum of the linear changes in G, A, O, S, and V.

R E S E A R C H A R T I C L E S

www.sciencemag.org SCIENCE VOL 301 25 JULY 2003 481

 o
n 

M
ar

ch
 1

5,
 2

00
7 

w
w

w
.s

ci
en

ce
m

ag
.o

rg
D

ow
nl

oa
de

d 
fr

om
 

http://www.sciencemag.org


http://www.sciencemag.org



