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Missing iris-effect as a possible cause of:

• muted hydrological change and 

• high climate sensitivity 

in models
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20S-20N, monthly anomalies, 90 percent confidence, 10-month auto-correlation
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organization takes various forms in different studies,
such as small-scale banded precipitating systems em-
bedded within mesoscale envelopes (e.g., Tompkins
2001a; Grabowski and Moncrieff 2001) or one single
moist region where all of the convection is concentrated
(e.g., Held et al. 1993; Bretherton et al. 2005). These
differences could be due to the different models used or
to differences in the model settings (isotropic domain vs
anisotropic channel, presence vs absence of background
flow, interactive vs prescribed radiative cooling, inter-
active vs homogeneous surface fluxes, etc.). The large
changes in the mean climate state, radiative fluxes, and
climate sensitivity accompanying convective organiza-
tion raise questions as to what simulations at lower
resolutions with parameterized convection, in similar
homogeneous geometries, should be expected to pro-
duce to be considered successful in mimicking a cloud-
resolving model.

Recent studies using a three-dimensional cloud-
resolving model show that when the domain is suffi-
ciently large, tropical convection can spontaneously
aggregate into one single region, a phenomenon re-
ferred to as self-aggregation (Bretherton et al. 2005;
Emanuel and Khairoutdinov 2010). The final climate is a
spatially organized atmosphere composed of two dis-
tinct areas: a moist area with intense convection, and a
dry area with strong radiative cooling (Figs. 1b and
2b,d). Whether or not a horizontally homogeneous con-
vecting atmosphere in radiative convective equilibrium

self-aggregates seems to depend on the domain size
(Bretherton et al. 2005). More generally, the conditions
under which this instability of the disorganized radiative
convective equilibrium state of tropical convection oc-
curs, as well as the feedback responsible, remain unclear.

Bretherton et al. (2005) pointed out an upgradient
transport of moist static energy in the aggregated state,
with moist static energy transported from low-energy
(dry) to high-energy (moist) regions. (Moist static en-
ergy variability is largely dominated by moisture vari-
ability due to small horizontal temperature gradients, so
that high-energy regions correspond to moist regions).
More recently, Emanuel and Khairoutdinov (2010)
pointed out hysteresis in the system in simulations where
the sea surface temperature (SST) is computed inter-
actively: in their study convection self-aggregates only if
the SST is warm enough, but the aggregated convection
remains aggregated even if the SST subsequently evolves
to unfavorable cold conditions.

In this study, we investigate in detail the onset of self-
aggregation and how it depends on various parameters,
using essentially the same cloud-resolving model as in
Bretherton et al. (2005) and Emanuel and Khairoutdinov
(2010). Specifically, the questions that we would like to
address are the following:

d How does self-aggregation depend on domain size and
resolution?

d Is there hysteresis?

FIG. 1. Instantaneous snapshots of clouds (0.4 g kg21 isosurface of the mixing ratio of all
liquid and ice phase condensates, precipitating and nonprecipitating) and near-surface tem-
perature (at the first model level z 5 37.5 m) after 60 days in two simulations with the same
resolution dx 5 2 km but different domain sizes: L 5 (a) 198 and (b) 510 km. Convection self-
aggregates when the domain is large enough, resulting in an atmospheric state with one con-
vectively active moist region.
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constitute a negative longwave cloud feedback and reduce the water vapor24

feedback as more terrestrial radiation is emitted to space from the expanding
dry and clear regions. In order to be effective in reducing climate sensitiv-26

ity the iris-effect would have to overcome the positive water vapor feedback
stemming from a nearly constant relative humidity [5, 6, 7], and the positive28

feedback associated with rising convective anvil clouds in a warming climate
[8, 9]. Estimates based on observations combined with a simple column model30

suggested this was possible and indicated a climate sensitivity of 0.64-1.6 K
[4]. The study was initially met with critique concerning the treatment of32

data and the underlying assumptions [10, 11, 12], and the controversy over
the detectability of a strong iris-effect in observations remains unresolved up34

until today [13, 14, 15]. The inconclusive debate may in part reflect the chal-
lenges involved in estimating feedback based on observational methods that36

inherently rely on short term temperature fluctuations, showing essentially
no skill when tested against climate models with known feedback [15, 16].38

But, it is probably also not entirely unrelated to the underlying political and
societal implications of a very low climate sensitivity [17].40

Lindzen et al. [4] admittedly did not present a mechanistic explanation
for the increasing precipitation efficiency in a warming climate. However,42

one can imagine at least two processes typically not represented in climate
models whereby this could happen. First, if convective clouds organize in44

larger clusters - possibly supported by a deepening troposphere - they will
dilute less effectively by lateral mixing and hence rain out more of their46

water. Attempts to formulate lateral entrainment rates as inversely propor-
tional to cloud depth, however, lead only to marginal decreases in climate48

sensitivity. Second, microphysical cloud processes may be sensitive to the
amount of water vapor entering clouds at their base, which increases with50

temperature as the saturation vapor pressure. The additional cloud water
could for instance accentuate accretion of cloud droplets by heavier falling52

snow and rain from aloft leading to more effective rainout. Formulations of
convective processes in climate models, on the contrary, typically assume a54

constant conversion rate from cloud water to rain [18], which is effectively a
non-observable parameter. Here we choose to let this parameter depend on56

local surface temperature in order to mimic a microphysical iris-effect in the
atmosphere general circulation model ECHAM6 [19]:58

Cp(Ts) = Co · (1 + Ie)
Ts−To,

where Co = 2 · 10−5 s−1 is the conversion rate in convective clouds as set60
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Longwave cloud feedback: Shortwave cloud feedback:

Net cloud feedback:
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Figure S16: Precipitation response to a doubling of CO2 for ECHAM6, and
ECHAM6-Iris with three values of Ie. Lower panel shows the zonal mean
response.
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The iris-hypothesis predicts a response which in certain respects could help reconcile 
modelling with recent constraints and observations: 

1. Lower-end ECS is possible, even with positive shortwave cloud feedback (✓) 
2. Hydrological sensitivity is enhanced (✓) 

However, the model implementation leads to less organized resolved precipitation (✕)

Summary



Summary

Moving forward:

• Long-term calibrated observations in space of Earth’s radiation budget 
• Top-down climate modeling (in CMIP6) 
• High-resolution studies

The iris-hypothesis predicts a response which in certain respects could help reconcile 
modelling with recent constraints and observations: 

1. Lower-end ECS is possible, even with positive shortwave cloud feedback (✓) 
2. Hydrological sensitivity is enhanced (✓) 

However, the model implementation leads to less organized resolved precipitation (✕)









Challenging alternatives



(25%–40%) of the total flux variations and the variations
in Dhum account for 30%–35% (60%–75%). Therefore,
convective aggregation is accompanied by stronger tur-
bulent energy exchanges between the ocean and the at-
mosphere because of enhanced near-surface wind speed
and air–sea differences; the wind speed effect prevails in
convective regions while the air–sea difference effect
prevails in nonconvective regions.

2) TOA RADIATIVE FLUXES

The differences in atmospheric humidity that accom-
pany the differences in the convective aggregation state
are likely to affect the radiative fluxes at the top of

the atmosphere and, thus, the energy budget of the at-
mosphere. This is examined by first compositing the
outgoing longwave radiation (OLR) by aggregation pa-
rameters. The OLR appears to covary strongly with the
number of clusters: from the least to most aggregated N
class, OLR is enhanced by up to 30Wm22 (Fig. 11a). An
increase in the clumping of clusters (from D0 of 0.65–0.9
to 0.15–0.4) also leads to an increase in OLR of 10–
20 W m22 (Fig. 11d). These relationships are summa-
rized by the SCAI compositing of OLR (Fig. 11e), which
corroborates the correlation between OLR and convec-
tive aggregation. Although both datasets (OLR-NOAA
and CERES) differ systematically from each other by

FIG. 11. (a) The N composites of OLR flux at the TOA for the CERES (diamonds) and OLR-NOAA (triangle) datasets, for two
domain-averaged precipitation rates. (b) As in (a), but for outgoing shortwave radiation at the TOA. (c) As in (a), but for the total
outgoing radiative fluxes. (d) OLR stratified by D0 and N. (e) As in (a), but for SCAI. (f) As in (b), but for SCAI. The composites are
performed above the Pacific Ocean, for a given SST of 288C. For each precipitation regime, the vertical velocity profiles are comparable
among the aggregation classes. The bars indicate the 95% confidence intervals.
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[55] Taking a cue from the results of both the two-
layer model and the single-column model, we examine
the response of radiative heating, as a function of alti-
tude, to an instantaneous 20% reduction of specific
humidity from the RCE state at all model levels. While
from Figure 3a such a perturbation is clearly not exactly
an eigenvector of the linear phase of the instability, per-
turbations of such simplified structure should allow us
to understand the basic physics and temperature
dependence of the instability.

[56] Figure 5 (left) shows the perturbation to the
shortwave and longwave components of the radiative
heating, as well as their sum, for the case that
SST 5 25!C, while Figure 5 (right) shows the same
quantities when SST 5 40!C. In both cases, the short-

wave radiative feedback is positive: drying leads to
increased cooling, which when coupled with the result-
ing downward motion, would lead to further drying. At
the lower SST, this is not sufficient to overcome the
powerful negative feedback of the longwave radiative
cooling: Drying leads to reduced longwave cooling at
all levels, which would tend to produce upward vertical
motion, whose moistening then counters the initial dry-
ing. At the higher SST, the sign of the longwave radia-
tive cooling is reversed below about 750 hPa and is now
a positive feedback: Decreasing the water vapor

Figure 5. Perturbation shortwave (red), longwave (blue), and net (black) radiative heating rates in response to an
instantaneous reduction of specific humidity of 20% from the RCE states for (left) SST 5 25!C and (right) 40!C.
Note the different scales on the abscissas.

Figure 6. Perturbation net radiative heating rates in
response to an instantaneous reduction of specific
humidity of 20% from the RCE states for SSTs ranging
from 25 to 45!C.

Figure 7. Schematic regime diagram for equilibrium
states, showing the large-scale WTG vertical velocity as
a function of SST. Below the critical SST, the RCE
state is stable to small amplitude perturbations, but suf-
ficiently large perturbations may transition the state to
an upper stable equilibrium with ascent, or a lower sta-
ble equilibrium with descent. Above the critical SST,
the RCE state is linearly unstable and such transitions
are spontaneous. Question marks denote unexplored
regions; in particular, it is not known whether there are
minimum SST bounds on the existence of the upper
and lower stable equilibria.
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Warmer atmosphere is more prone to aggregate



Recent warming (~2K) 
(e.g. Otto et al. 2013, Skeie et al. 2014,  

Lewis and Curry 2014) 

vs.  
Model-based (3-5K) 

(Clement et al. 2009, Fasullo and Trenberth 2012,  
Rieck et al. 2012, Sherwood et al. 2014)

Models underestimate 
by about a factor 2 

(Zhang et al. 2007, Lambert et al. 2008,  
Durack et al. 2012, Ren et al. 2013)

Hydrological sensitivity:

Climate sensitivity:


