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An energetics tale of the 2022 mega-heatwave over
central-eastern China
Tuantuan Zhang1,2, Yi Deng3, Junwen Chen 4✉, Song Yang 1,2 and Yongjiu Dai1,2

It remains a major challenge to attribute heatwave’s lifecycle characteristics quantitatively to interwoven atmospheric and surface
actions. By constructing a process-resolving, energetics-based attribution framework, here we quantitatively delineate the lifecycle
of the record-breaking 2022 mega-heatwave over central-eastern China from a local energetics perspective. It is found that the
cloudlessness induced radiative heating and atmospheric dynamics dominate the total energy buildup during the developing
stage, while the land-atmosphere coupling and atmospheric horizontal advection act most effectively to sustain and terminate the
heatwave, respectively. A reduction in anthropogenic aerosols provides a persistent positive contribution during the event,
suggesting that pollution mitigation measures may actually increase the amplitudes of future heatwaves. With this framework,
initial efforts are made to unravel culprits in a model’s sub-seasonal prediction of this mega-heatwave, demonstrating the
framework’s potential for efficiently detecting the origins of climate extremes and quantitatively assessing the impacts of mitigation
policies for sustainable development.
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INTRODUCTION
Heatwaves pose widespread yet disproportionate threats to the
ecosystems and human well-being across the globe, and these
associated adverse effects are further exacerbated by mega-
heatwaves with long durations and large amplitude1–5. Central-
eastern China, with accelerating climate change and population
aging, is particularly vulnerable to increasing and intensifying
heatwaves6–8. In the mid-to-late summer of 2022, a record-
breaking mega-heatwave roasted broad swathes of China, among
which the central-eastern region is considered the hardest-hit
(Fig. 1). This “heatwave from the hell” with scorching temperature
exceeding 40 °C at some stations, superimposed by droughts and
wildfires, is among the most severe recorded in global history9,10.
Close to one billion people were affected by the scorching hot, as
well as the heatwave-caused energy crisis, i.e., water and
electricity shortages10. Given that more deadly heatwaves are
projected in the future, quantifying the casual factors of mega-
heatwave and further disentangling the origin of the uncertainties
of heatwave prediction can provide impact-based decision-
making support for disaster mitigation and prevention11–14. While
several studies attributed the extremely hot summer in 2022 to
extra-tropical atmospheric circulation, tropical sea surface tem-
perature, and local soil moisture–temperature feedback, the latter
being a comprehensive quantitative attribution of the multiple
dynamical and radiative drivers on the occurrence of this mega-
heatwave is absent15–20. In fact, this attribution gap exists in
almost the entire research community for climate and weather
extremes.
Typically, the development, maintenance, and attenuation of

heatwaves involve both dynamical and radiative processes21–27.
During the development and maintenance of a certain heatwave,
a high-pressure system that produces clear skies allows more solar
radiation to reach the ground, inducing an anomalous surface
warming21,25. Upward surface heat fluxes are thus generated,

along with adiabatic subsidence, leading to an increase in air
temperature, maintaining the local high-pressure system and
hence the heatwave21,25. Collapses of the high-pressure system
and local land-atmosphere feedback contribute to the termination
of heatwave21,25. In addition to these typical processes, the
evolution of heatwave may also be modulated by the radiative
processes associated with the changes in aerosols and water
vapor, among others28,29. For example, an increased amount of
aerosols can reduce the surface temperature and hence the
probability of heatwave occurrence through absorption or
scattering of shortwave radiation, and vice versa24. Given the
well-recognized processes associated with the lifecycle of
heatwaves mentioned above, a fundamental question remains:
What are the relative roles of those dynamical and radiative
processes in the different phases of heatwaves?
According to the total energy balance equation, the tempera-

ture change-induced longwave cooling is balanced by multiple
physical processes in an equilibrium state. In light of such a
premise, several climate attribution methods including but not
limited to the partial radiative perturbation method30 (PRP) and
the coupled atmosphere–surface climate feedback–response
analysis method31,32 (CFRAM), have been developed to quantify
the contributions from individual processes to radiative forcings at
the top of the atmosphere/surface and to air/surface temperatures
changes from seasonal to decadal time scales33–37. However, these
methods are not applicable in a non-equilibrium state, where
weather and climate extreme events lie in. On the other hand, the
moist static energy (MSE) budget38 with energy unbalanced,
which is an indicative of total energy budget, has been intensively
adopted to quantify the contributions from physical processes in
the lifecycle of intra-seasonal oscillation (e.g., Madden–Julian
Oscillation and boreal summer intra-seasonal oscillation)39–41.
Furthermore, the shortwave and longwave radiative forcings
could be decomposed into partial perturbations associated with
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different physical processes through linearization as proposed by
the PRP and the CFRAM, which has been adopted to study
regional or global weather and climate events42–49. The changes in
temperature during different phases of heatwaves are directly
linked to the recharge-discharge of internal energy, which is the
dominant part of the total energy in the atmosphere. This
provides an insight to dissect the heatwaves from the energetics
perspective, which can attribute total energy (i.e., MSE plus kinetic

energy) change into multiple dynamical and radiative processes
according to the total energy budget equation together with the
linearization concept in deriving individual radiative perturbations
from the PRP and the CFRAM.
In this study, a comprehensive process-resolving, energetics-

based attribution framework (PREAF) is developed to quantify the
contributions from multiple physical processes associated with
atmospheric dynamics (i.e., horizontal advection and vertical

Fig. 1 Evolutions of temperature and energy associated with the 2022 mega-heatwave over central-eastern China. Spatial patterns of (a)
maximum 2-m air temperature anomalies (°C) and (b) 3-month Standardized Precipitation Index in the 2022 mid-late summer
(July–September), and time-pressure cross sections of (c) air temperature (°C) and (d) total energy (kJ kg−1) anomalies averaged over
central-eastern China (105°–123°E, 25°–34°N). Shown also are the time series of area-averaged central-eastern China (e) land surface
temperature (°C; red line) and column-mean (from surface to 150 hPa) air temperature (°C; blue line), plus (f) column integrated (from surface
to 150 hPa) total energy (MJ m−2; black line) and its components of internal energy (coral), geopotential energy (orange), latent energy (blue),
and kinetic energy (green). The domain of central-eastern China is outlined by the red box in (a, b). The developing, mature, and decaying
phases of the heatwave are marked by vertical dashed lines in (c, d), and by pale yellow, light pink, and light blue shadings in (e, f).
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advection), surface latent and sensible heat fluxes, and radiative
drivers (i.e., solar insolation, ozone, surface albedo, temperature,
water vapor, cloud, and aerosols) to the lifecycle of the 2022
mega-heatwave over central-eastern China. An initial effort is also
made to unravel the culprits of the heatwave sub-seasonal
prediction biases by evaluating model performance for these
quantified contributions. This framework is able to fulfill the
attribution and predictability analysis of any specific heatwave,
which is expected to substantially facilitate the operational
prediction of heatwaves and thereby provide benefits for
heatwave prevention and mitigation.

RESULTS
Detecting the 2022 mega-heatwave over central-eastern
China from an energetics perspective
In the mid-to-late summer (July–September) of 2022, the daily
maximum 2m air temperature was 2 °C above normal and the
3-month Standardized Precipitation Index (SPI) was lower than
−1.6 over most of central-eastern China (105°–123°E, 25°–34°N),
indicating extremely hot and drought conditions (Fig. 1a, b).
Climatologically, central-eastern China was a hotspot of heatwave
occurrence, and the number of heatwave days (>40 days) reached
the peak in the summer of 2022 since 1980 (Supplementary Fig. 1).
As such, the 2022 heatwave here has come into focus.
Several heatwaves in central-eastern China in 2022 have been

identified (in early July, late July–late August, and early
September), and we focus mainly on the one from late July to
late August, which was the most intense and prolonged event
(Supplementary Fig. 2). Proceeded by a moderate and short-lived
cooling, warm anomalies dominated almost the entire tropo-
sphere from 31 July to 27 August, with an intense warming
transported upward from the planetary boundary layer to the
tropopause (Fig. 1c and e). The warm anomalies were terminated
by an intense cooling originated from the low-level troposphere
afterwards (Fig. 1c and e). Apparently, the warming during this
heatwave was not limited to the near surface, and we thus
investigate the processes associated with the changes in both the
land surface temperature and the atmospheric air temperature
from a land-atmosphere coupling perspective.
The evolution of total energy anomalies bears a large

resemblance to that of temperature (Fig. 1c–f), since the dominant
part of total energy, i.e., the internal energy, is directly calculated
using temperature (Fig. 1f), and the contribution of latent energy
associated with water vapor is gradually increasing which plays a
secondary role in total energy variations (Fig. 1f). Given that
heatwaves amplified by humid conditions (namely moist heat-
wave) may exert exacerbated effects than dry heatwaves, it is
acceptable to consider both the internal and latent energy for the
evolution of heatwaves. The upward transportation of positive
anomalies during the heatwave period, and the transition from
positive to negative anomalies around 27 August are also
observed for total energy (Fig. 1d and f). Therefore, the 2022
mega-heatwave over central-eastern China can also be detected
from an energetics perspective. According to the evolution of
area-averaged land surface temperature anomalies, atmospheric
air temperature anomalies (averaged from surface to 150 hPa),
and the total energy anomalies (integrated from surface to 150
hPa), the lifecycle of this mega-heatwave is classified into three
stages: the developing phase characterized by a rapid increase in
temperature and total energy from 30 July to 13 August, the
mature phase depicted by a peak and a maintenance of
temperature and total energy from 14 August to 25 August, and
the decaying phase with a rapid drop in temperature and total
energy from 26 August to 6 September (Fig. 1e, f). Since then, the
evolution of the heatwave can be interpreted as the recharge-
discharge of total energy, and an energy-level quantitative

attribution of the heatwave to multiple dynamical and radiative
processes can be conducted.

Process-resolving, energetics-based quantitative attribution
The recharge-discharge process of total energy is determined by
the changes in energy tendency. That is, positive total energy
tendency signifies an increase in total energy and vice versa.
Utilizing the PREAF constructed in this study (see Methods), the
total energy tendency attributed to individual dynamical and
radiative processes is derived and used to quantify the relative
contribution of each process in the lifecycle of the 2022 mega-
heatwave (Figs. 2–3). An energetics tale of this mega-heatwave is
elaborated as follows.
During the developing phase of this mega-heatwave, the positive

total energy tendency of land surface is dominated by radiative
processes (Fig. 2a), which are associated with a nearly equivalent
barotropic anticyclone occupying central-eastern China (Supple-
mentary Fig. 3a, d, and g). The developing and strengthening of the
anticyclone are linked to the eastward eddy shedding from the
Asian monsoon anticyclone (AMA) in the upper troposphere
(Supplementary Fig. 4), which leads to intensified negative vorticity
advection downstream at the upper troposphere that drives initial
sinking motion and the formation of low-level anticyclone, resulting
in westward extension of the western North Pacific subtropical
high50–52 (Supplementary Fig. 3d). This anticyclonic eddy shedding
event seems to be an atmospheric dynamical trigger of the mega-
heatwave, which dominates the rapid buildup of total energy at the
beginning of developing phase through strong positive vertical
advection (i.e., adiabatic heating due to descent motions) and
horizontal advection (Fig. 2c). The induced anomalous anticyclonic
circulation leads to a decrease in low-level clouds with less cloud
water (Supplementary Fig. 5a, b) and allowing more solar radiation
(shortwave) to reach the land surface (Supplementary Fig. 6a). As
shown in Fig. 2b, which further presents the total energy tendency
attributed to individual radiative processes, the changes in cloud
provide a dominant positive contribution, while the processes
associated with aerosols play a secondary positive role. The reduced
aerosols (indicated by negative anomalies of aerosol optical depth
shown in Supplementary Fig. 5i) contribute to an increase in surface
incoming radiation during the entire lifecycle of the mega-
heatwave, and the shortwave effects of black carbon and sulfate
are the main contributors (Supplementary Fig. 7a, c, and e). The
shortwave heating to the land surface is partially compensated by
the longwave cooling through emitting more longwave radiation
from the warming surface associated with temperature feedback
(Fig. 2b and Supplementary Fig. 6b). As the surface warming
enhanced, accompanied by continuously reduced soil moisture and
precipitation (Supplementary Fig. 5c, d), surface latent and sensible
heat fluxes tend to transport more energy from the land surface to
the atmosphere, providing negative contributions for the total
energy tendency of land surface (Fig. 2a, Supplementary Fig. 5e, f).
The increase in total energy of the atmosphere during the

developing phase is mainly induced by the positive horizontal
advection associated with the anomalous anticyclonic circulation
and the positive forcings from surface latent and sensible heat
fluxes (Fig. 2c). On the other hand, the radiative processes provide
an overall negative contribution (Fig. 2c), among which the
longwave effect linked to the decrease in cloud water and
precipitable water plays a dominant role (Fig. 2d, and Supple-
mentary Figs. 5–6). The changes in aerosols also provide a
considerable negative contribution (Fig. 2d), driven primarily by
the shortwave effect of reduced black carbon through absorbing
less solar radiation (Supplementary Figs. 6–7).
During the mature phase, the radiative processes associated

with clouds and aerosols persistently contribute most to the
positive total energy tendency of the land surface (Fig. 2a). As
precipitable water increases (Supplementary Fig. 5g), the
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longwave effect (i.e., “greenhouse effect”) of water vapor becomes
more important during the mature phase and provides a
considerable positive effect (Fig. 2b and Supplementary Fig. 6b).
The increase in water vapor is possibly associated with the
precipitation deficit (leaving more water vapor in the atmosphere)
and the positive transportation by the southerly anomalies
(Supplementary Figs. 3b, 5c, 5g, and 5h). The negative contribu-
tion from surface latent and sensible heat fluxes taken energy
from the land surface to the atmosphere is similar with that in the
developing phase (Fig. 2a, Supplementary Fig. 5e,f). There is a
weakening effect of surface latent heat flux due to the
continuously drying of soil in the mature phase, and an
intensifying effect of surface sensible heat flux due to the
continuously rising of surface temperature (Fig. 2a and Supple-
mentary Fig. 5d–f). On the contrary, surface latent and sensible
heat fluxes provide considerable positive contributions to the total
energy of the atmosphere (Fig. 2c). The positive vertical advection
also plays an important role in the maintenance of total energy
(Fig. 2c), which is likely related to the intensified anticyclone that
provides adiabatic heating due to the descent motions in the
mature phase (Supplementary Fig. 3b, e, and h). The positive total
energy tendency of the atmosphere is partially compensated by
the negative effects of the radiative processes associated with the

longwave cooling of the changes in cloud, water vapor, and
temperature and the shortwave cooling of the changes in aerosols
(Fig. 2c, d and Supplementary Fig. 6c, d).
The decaying phase of the mega-heatwave is characterized by a

rapid decrease in total energy associated with the negative
tendency (Figs. 1f, 2a, and 2c). In this stage, the low-level
anomalous anticyclonic circulation is replaced by an anomalous
cyclonic circulation, and northerly anomalies dominate over
central-eastern China (Supplementary Fig. 3c). As a result, the
radiative heating of the land surface is terminated primarily by the
increased low-level clouds with more cloud water (Fig. 2a, b and
Supplementary Fig. 5a, b). The upward anomalous surface sensible
heat flux generated by persistently warm surface contributes
considerably to the negative total energy tendency of the land
surface, whereas the downward anomalous surface latent heat
flux associated with a relief of precipitation deficit and dry soil
provides a positive tendency (Fig. 2a and Supplementary Fig.
5c–f). Opposite effects of sensible and latent heat fluxes are
observed in the atmosphere (Fig. 2c). The horizontal advection
(cold advection) associated with northerly anomalies plays a
dominant role in the negative total energy tendency of the
atmosphere, partially compensated by the positive vertical
advection associated with the anticyclone in the mid-upper

Fig. 2 Quantitative attribution of the 2022 central-eastern China mega-heatwave to multiple dynamical and radiative processes. The
energy perturbations (W m−2) of (a) land surface and (c) atmosphere attributed to the dynamical and radiative processes during the life cycle
of the heatwave, and the radiative energy perturbations of (b) land surface and (d) atmosphere associated with different radiative processes.
The abbreviations “RAD”, “LH”, “SH”, “H_adv”, and “V_adv” in (a) and (c) stand for the processes of radiation, surface latent heat flux, surface
sensible heat flux, horizontal advection, and vertical advection, respectively. The abbreviations “SR”, “O3”, “AL”, “T”, “WV”, “CLD”, “AER”, and “RES”
in (b) and (d) stand for the processes of the changes in solar insolation, ozone, surface albedo, temperature, water vapor, cloud, aerosols, and
residual, respectively. The black line in (a) and (c) denotes the total energy tendency (W m−2) of land surface and atmosphere, respectively.
The black line in (b) and (d) represents the total energy tendency (W m−2) of land surface and atmosphere contributed by the radiative
processes. The developing, mature, and decaying phases of the heatwave are marked by pale yellow, light pink, and light blue shadings. c and
d Are the results of column integration from surface to 150 hPa.
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troposphere (Fig. 2c and Supplementary Fig. 3c, f, and i). The
effects of the radiative processes associated with the changes in
cloud, water vapor, temperature, and aerosols tend to compensate
each other, providing an overall weak effect (Fig. 2c, d).
A schematic diagram with the specific quantitative energy

transport anomalies is displayed in Fig. 3. During the developing
phase, the land surface receives a net shortwave radiative heating
of 33.29 Wm−2 and a net longwave radiative cooling of
4.64Wm−2. The radiative processes thus provide an overall
28.65 Wm−2 heating to the land surface, which is compensated
by the negative contributions of upward surface latent
(17.51 Wm−2) and sensible heat fluxes (8.79 Wm−2), leaving a
total of 2.35 Wm−2 energy tendencies in the land surface.
Although there is a net incoming radiative heating of
13.85 Wm−2 at the tropopause (150 hPa), more radiative heating
(28.65 Wm−2) is transported from the atmosphere to the land
surface, leading to an energy loss of 14.85 Wm−2 in the
atmosphere by the radiative processes. The horizonal advection
imports 17.02 Wm−2 total energy perturbations to the atmo-
sphere, while the vertical advection exports 1.83Wm–2. As a
result, a total of 26.69 Wm−2 energy tendencies for the atmo-
sphere is observed. During the mature phase, the 1.74 Wm−2 total
energy tendencies in the land surface is a result of the net
radiative heating (18.26 Wm−2) and the export of surface latent
(5.66 Wm−2) and sensible (10.86 Wm−2) heat fluxes. For the
atmosphere, the total energy perturbations provided by vertical
advection (14.54 Wm−2) and latent (5.66 Wm−2) and sensible
(10.86 Wm−2) heat fluxes are partially compensated by the export
of energy associated with radiative processes (net radiative
heating of 8.53 Wm−2 at the tropopause while net radiative
cooling of 18.26 Wm−2 at the land surface) and horizontal
advection (9.83 Wm−2), resulting in 11.5 Wm−2 total energy
tendencies. During the decaying phase, sensible heat flux imports
10.49 Wm−2 energy perturbations from the land surface to the

atmosphere, and radiative processes (1.83 Wm−2) and downward
surface latent heat flux (5.73 Wm−2) provide energy perturbations
of 7.56 Wm−2 to the land surface, inducing a negative total
energy tendency of −2.93 Wm−2 for the land surface. On the
other hand, the negative total energy tendency of −32.03 Wm−2

in the atmosphere can be primarily attributed to horizontal
advection (−54.44 Wm−2), which is compensated partially by the
import of total energy associated with radiative processes
(4.48 Wm−2–1.83Wm−2= 2.65Wm−2), surface heat fluxes
(10.49 Wm−2–5.73 Wm−2= 4.76 Wm−2), and vertical advection
(15Wm−2).

An initial effort disentangling the sources of uncertainties of
sub-seasonal heatwave prediction
Sub-seasonal prediction of heatwaves is a huge challenge even for
state-of-the-art climate models53–55, and the main culprits at the
process-level remain undiscovered. Even if perfect prediction
results are obtained, it is still unknown whether the high skill
stems from the accurate representations of various physical
processes, or actually a result from the error cancellation among
misrepresented processes. Utilizing the PREAF, we take an initial
effort to unravel the agreement or discrepancy of the total energy
tendency attributed to these processes between observation and
model prediction, which can serve as a direct measure of the
models’ performance in predicting the heatwave.
The forecast of the National Centers for Environmental

Prediction (NCEP) Climate Forecast System version 2 (CFSv2)
initialized at 0600 UTC 26 July 2022 is evaluated. The developing
phase of the mega-heatwave characterized by upward transporta-
tions of warm anomalies and positive total energy anomalies is
well reproduced by the CFSv2 (Fig. 4 vs Fig. 1). However, the
heatwave decays earlier, around 15–25 August, in the model,
accompanied by a counterfactual cooling transported downward
from the upper-level atmosphere (Fig. 4a). Therefore, the lifecycle
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Fig. 3 A schematic diagram with the specific quantitative energy transport anomalies in the land-atmosphere column during the life
cycle of the mega-heatwave over central-eastern China. The abbreviations “RAD”, “SW”, “LW”, “LH”, “SH”, “H_adv”, “V_adv”, and “Es_tend”,
“E_tend” stand for processes of radiation, shortwave radiation, longwave radiation, surface latent heat flux, surface sensible heat flux,
horizontal advection, vertical advection, and the total energy tendency of land surface and atmosphere, respectively. The specific quantitative
energy transport associated with the individual dynamical and radiative processes is displayed by the directed numbers. The direction of the
arrows represents positive energy transport.
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of the predicted mega-heatwave is classified into two stages in
the model: the developing phase from 30 July to 16 August, and
the decaying phase from 17 August to 25 August (Fig. 4c, d).
Figure 5 shows the total energy tendency attributed to multiple

radiative and dynamical processes during the developing and
decaying phases in both the CFSv2 and observation. It demon-
strates that the high prediction skill for the mega-heatwave
developing phase originates from the model’s fidelity in
representing the various physical processes (Fig. 5). The associated
anticyclonic circulation and the changes in land surface and
atmospheric variables are also well captured during the develop-
ing phase (Supplementary Figs. 8–9). On the other hand, the
model predicts an opposite effect of surface latent heat flux and
opposite transportation of vertical advection compared to
observation during the decaying phase (Fig. 5a and c). While the
horizontal advection associated with the low-level northerlies
dominates the heatwave termination in observation, the vertical
advection (i.e., adiabatic cooling) associated with an upper-level
anomalous cyclonic circulation contributes largely to the counter-
factual cooling over central-eastern China in the CFSv2 (Fig. 5c,
and Supplementary Fig. 8b, d, and f). Contrary to the persistently
dry soil in observation, the predicted soil moisture increases
immediately as a response to the increasing precipitation during

the decaying phase, leading to an opposite sign of surface latent
heat flux and a decrease in surface sensible heat flux (Fig. 5a, c and
Supplementary Fig. 9c–f). This feature suggests that the land-
atmosphere coupling is misrepresented in the CFSv2. Although
the positive total energy tendency attributed to radiative
processes during the decaying phase is generally captured, the
water vapor effect associated with excessive precipitable water is
misrepresented in the model (Fig. 5a, b and Supplementary Fig.
9g). The counterfactual cooling induces an opposite radiative
effect associated with the temperature changes in the CFSv2
compared with that in observations (Fig. 5d). Overall, the model’s
infidelity in representing the dynamical and hydrological pro-
cesses is responsible for the poor performance during the
decaying phase. Note that an assessment of the model’s
performance for the radiative effect of aerosols is not included
here due to the lack of aerosol module in the CFSv2.

DISCUSSION
The attribution of regional extreme heat events has attracted a
substantial interest under the context of global warming. In this
study, we provide compelling evidence to emphasize the
necessity of defining heatwaves not only in terms of the near-

Fig. 4 Sub-seasonal prediction of the mega-heatwave in the NCEP Climate Forecast System version 2 (CFSv2). Time-pressure cross section
of (a) air temperature (°C) and (b) total energy (kJ kg−1) anomalies averaged over central-eastern China in the NCEP CFSv2. Time series of area-
averaged central-eastern China (c) land surface temperature (°C; red line), column-mean (from surface to 150 hPa) air temperature (°C; blue
line), and (d) column integrated (from surface to 150 hPa) total energy (MJ m−2; black line) and its components of internal energy (coral),
geopotential energy (orange), latent energy (blue), and kinetic energy (green) in the CFSv2. The developing and decaying phases of the
heatwave are marked by vertical dashed lines in (a, b), and by pale yellow and light blue shadings in (c, d).
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surface temperature, but also from the energetics and land-
atmosphere coupling perspective. This provides a solid basis for
further quantitively attributing the 2022 mega-heatwave over
central-eastern China to multiple dynamical and radiative
processes on the energy level, utilizing an energetics attribution
method (namely the PREAF) developed in our study.
The development and termination of this mega-heatwave seem

to be mainly driven by atmospheric dynamics originated from the
upper and lower troposphere (i.e., eastward shedding eddy and cold
air outbreak), while land-atmosphere interaction plays an important
role in maintaining the long-lasting heatwave. Accompanied by an
equivalent barotropic anticyclonic circulation occupying central-
eastern China, the net radiative heating dominated by the short-
wave effect of cloud plays a major role in the accumulation of land
surface total energy during the developing and mature phases. The
shortwave effect associated with reduced aerosols and the long-
wave effect associated with enhanced water vapor transport also
provide considerable positive contributions. Considering the dom-
inance of the anthropogenic aerosols (i.e., black carbon and sulfate)
in the total effects of aerosols, a lower level of aerosol concentration
during the 2022 summer is possibly linked to the highly effective
policies of emission reduction implemented since 2013 in China. A
recent study also reported a positive contribution of reduction in
anthropogenic aerosols to the 2016/17 record-breaking warm winter
in China37. It highlights an important implication that the reduction
in anthropogenic aerosols associated with the effective pollution
mitigation measures (if taken) could actually facilitate the occurrence
of regional heatwaves. As a response to the warm and dry land
surface, the enhanced surface heat fluxes bring energy from the
land surface to the atmosphere, along with the effects of horizontal
advection and vertical advection, contributing to the increase in
total energy of the atmosphere. The import of total energy
associated with surface latent heat flux to the atmosphere becomes
weaker with the dryer soil and changes the sign during the decaying
phase, while the persistent positive contribution from the surface

sensible heat flux is observed during the entire lifecycle of the
heatwave. The compound hot and drought conditions over central-
eastern China in the summer of 2022 provide an ideal background
for such a land-atmosphere coupling, and hence favoring the
occurrence of long-lasting mega-heatwave. During the decaying
phase, the radiative heating of land surface is terminated by a low-
level cyclonic circulation, and the negative horizontal energy
advection associated with northerlies contributes to the decrease
in total energy of the atmosphere.
By comparing the energy perturbations due to the changes in

these processes between observations and numerical models, the
PREAF can help us objectively detect the origins of the uncertainty
of weather and climate predictions. A demo of such a utility of the
PREAF is provided based on the forecasts of the CFSv2 initialized
at 0600 UTC 26 July 2022, which reproduces the heatwave
development well but predicts an earlier-than-observed decay.
The excellent performance of the model during the developing
phase stems from the accurate representations of the various
associated physical processes. On the other hand, the earlier
decay of the heatwave in the CFSv2 is owing to the model’s
infidelity in representing the atmospheric dynamics and hydro-
logical processes. That is, the vertical advection (i.e., adiabatic
cooling) associated with an upper-level anomalous cyclonic
circulation that does not emerge from observation and an
overestimated response of soil moisture to the excessive
precipitation contribute largely to the termination of the modeled
heatwave. The effects of surface heat fluxes in response to the
changes in soil moisture are then also misrepresented. A better
performance for key land-atmosphere interactive processes may
contribute to advance heatwave prediction. The effect of water
vapor, which is opposite in the CFSv2 during the decaying phase
compared to the observed, is a source of the prediction bias in
other climate models as reported by previous studies35,56. The
cloud effect seems to be reproduced fairly well by the CFSv2,
possibly due to the clear sky during the lifecycle of the 2022

Fig. 5 Quantitatively detecting the origins of the mega-heatwave prediction biases in the NCEP Climate Forecast System version 2
(CFSv2). The energy perturbations (W m−2) of (a) land surface and (c) atmosphere attributed to the dynamical and radiative processes during the
developing (orange) and decaying (light blue) phases of the mega-heatwave in observation (solid) and the CFSv2 (hollow with slashes). The
radiative energy perturbations (W m−2) of (b) land surface and (d) atmosphere decomposed into individual radiative processes. The abbreviations
“E_tend”, “Es_tend”, “RAD”, “LH”, “SH”, “H_adv”, “V_adv”, “SR”, “O3”, “AL”, “T”, “WV”, “CLD”, “AER”, and “RES” in the abscissa stand for the total energy
tendency of land surface and atmosphere, processes of the changes in radiation, surface latent heat flux, surface sensible heat flux, horizontal
advection, vertical advection, solar insolation, ozone, surface albedo, temperature, water vapor, cloud, aerosols, and residual, respectively.

T. Zhang et al.

7

Published in partnership with CECCR at King Abdulaziz University npj Climate and Atmospheric Science (2023)   162 



mega-heatwave, which may be a source of prediction uncertain-
ties for other weather and climate events involving cloudy
weather or heavy precipitation.
Given its advantage, we recommend applications of the PREAF

concept (see Method) to quantitative attributions of multi-scale
weather and climate events, including the variations of extreme heat
and cold events, intra-seasonal oscillation systems (e.g., MJO),
monsoons, El Niño-Southern Oscillation, and so on. Taking into
account of the effects of solar irradiance and trace gases such as
ozone, CO2, and CH4, we can also quantify the contributors to
climate change (e.g., global warming) using this efficient, offline, and
model-free approach. Addable contributions from the anthropogenic
forcing by different species (e.g., ozone, CO2, and aerosols) and other
physical processes will be disclosed. The PREAF thus provides an
objective and efficient tool for understanding, predicting, and even
projecting of extreme weather and climate events, and for assessing
the impacts of mitigation policies for sustainable development.
Nevertheless, limitations also exist in this analysis. Firstly, the

accuracy of quantitative attribution is limited by the imperfection
and deficiency of observational datasets (e.g., reanalysis), in spite of
a remarkable improvement of the quality since the satellite era. In
particular, it remains an exceptional challenge to obtain datasets of
clouds and aerosols with low uncertainty. Secondly, the aerosol
module is absent in the CFSv2 (actually in most of the operational
sub-seasonal to seasonal models), which limits our understanding
of the source of heatwave prediction bias associated with aerosols.
Thirdly, this study only provides a preliminary case study of
quantifying the causal factors for mega-heatwaves, and the
performance of merely one member of the CFSv2 is evaluated.
We expect that some certain results will still hold, such as the critical
role of land-atmosphere interaction in sustaining mega-heatwaves.
Further analysis is needed to examine whether the result is
applicable to other mega-heatwaves and numerical models.

METHODS
Observational datasets
The daily maximum 2m air temperature and precipitation with a
resolution of 0.5° × 0.5° are from the in situ observation-based
Climate Prediction Center (CPC) global unified temperature and
precipitation57. The 3-month Standardized Precipitation Index
(SPI) is calculated through fitting to a gamma distribution using
the CPC precipitation from 2003 to 202258,59. The daily surface
actual evaporation and soil moisture (0–10 cm) with a resolution
of 0.25° × 0.25° are from the Global Land Evaporation Amsterdam
Model (GLEAM) v3.7b60,61. The daily cloud fraction from cloud
mask, precipitable water (infrared retrieval), cloud liquid water
path, and cloud ice water path, combined Dark Target and Deep
Blue aerosol optical depth at 550 nm with a resolution of 1° × 1°are
from the Level 3 products of MODIS Collection 6.1 (MYD08 from
Aqua and MOD08 from Terra)62. Note that the mean fields of
observations from MODIS/Aqua and MODIS/Terra is used. All the
datasets cover the study period of 2003–2022.

Reanalysis datasets
The Modern-Era Retrospective Analysis for Research and Application,
version 2 (MERRA-2) is a long-term global atmospheric reanalysis to
that assimilates both meteorological and aerosol observations from
the U.S. National Aeronautics and Space Administration (NASA)63,
which is considered a proxy for observations. The MERRA-2 has a
horizontal resolution of 0.5° × 0.625° and 42 pressure levels in the
vertical ranging from 1000 hPa to 0.1 hPa. The daily maximum 2m
air temperature, daily mean surface/air temperatures, specific
humidity, geopotential height, zonal and meridional winds, potential
vorticity, surface latent and sensible heat fluxes, cloud fractions,
cloud liquid/ice water path, precipitation, surface soil moisture
(0–5 cm), precipitable water, and aerosol optical depth are adopted

to investigate the physical processes associated with the lifecycle of
the 2022 mega-heatwave over central-eastern China. Montgomery
streamfunction is defined as M ¼ cpTþ gz, where T is air
temperature, z is geopotential height, cp is the specific heat of dry
air at constant pressure, and g is the gravitational constant. The
MERRA-2 has been extensively evaluated with independent
observations for both meteorological fields and aerosols around
the world64–66. The evolution of the associated variables in the
MERRA-2 during the lifecycle of the mega-heatwave is consistent
with that in observations (Supplementary Fig. 5). Note that the CPC
global unified daily precipitation data is used to correct the
precipitation in the low and middle latitudes (|lat | < 42.5°, except
Africa)67, resulting in consistent variations of precipitation and
surface soil moisture with observations over central-eastern China
(Supplementary Fig. 5c,d), although the total cloud fraction
increased (primarily the high clouds) during the developing and
mature phases in the MERRA-2, which is inconsistent with that in the
MODIS observations (Supplementary Fig. 5a). The dominated factors
in the calculation of cloud optical properties in the radiative transfer
model are the cloud liquid and ice water path, which are consistent
with those in the MODIS observations (Supplementary Fig. 5b). Thus,
the radiative effects of clouds derived from the MERRA-2 are reliable.

Sub-seasonal prediction of the mega-heatwave
The NCEP CFSv2 is a fully coupled atmosphere–ocean–land model
for sub-seasonal to seasonal predictions68. The CFSv2 consists of
the Global Forecast System atmospheric model with a T126
horizontal resolution (nearly a 100 km grid resolution) and 64
sigma-pressure vertical hybrid levels, the Geophysical Fluid
Dynamics Laboratory Modular Ocean Model versions 4 with a
nominal 0.5° horizontal resolution and 40 vertical levels, the
4-level Noah land surface model, and an interactive 3-level sea ice
model68. The 45-day hindcast runs are initialized from every cycle
(0000, 0600, 1200, and 1800 UTC) of each day from 1999 to 201068.
The 45-day operational runs from 2011 onwards are the same as
the hindcast runs, except 4 members are generated for each run68.
The first member of 45-day forecast initialized at 0600 UTC 26 July
2022 is able to predict a resemble mega-heatwave over central-
eastern China. Therefore, this single member forecast is selected
as a demo for quantitively assessing the sub-seasonal prediction
skill at a process level of this mega-heatwave by utilizing the
PREAF. The daily maximum 2m air temperature, daily mean
surface/air temperatures, specific humidity, geopotential height,
zonal and meridional winds, surface latent and sensible heat
fluxes, cloud fractions, cloud liquid/ice water path, precipitation,
surface soil moisture (0–10 cm), and precipitable water are
adopted to assess the prediction skill of the mega-heatwave.

Definition of heatwaves
A heatwave is identified when daily maximum 2m air temperature
exceeds the 90th percentile of the daily values in the climatolo-
gical period of 2003–2022 for at least 3 consecutive days. The
number of heatwave days over central-eastern China shown in
Supplementary Figs. 1–2 is the area-averaged results during the
mid-to-late summer (July–September).

Definition of climatology
The number of assimilated observations has been doubled to
about 2-million per 6 h cycle after 2002 in the MERRA-2, benefited
from the A-train satellites63. The reanalysis quality is substantially
improved through assimilating sufficient observations and the
uncertainties of model dependent fields (e.g., clouds and aerosols)
are further reduced, which are crucial and sensitive in attribution
analysis. Furthermore, the interannual variability of heatwave
events over central-eastern China is better captured after 2000
(Supplementary Fig. 1c). Therefore, the most recent 20 years
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(2003–2022) with more accurate datasets are chosen as the
climatology. The anomalies of all variables adopted in this study
are calculated by subtracting the daily climatological mean of
2003–2022. The daily climatological mean in the CFSv2 is defined
as the average of most recent 20 years in the predictions, i.e.,
average of the first member of 45-day predictions initialized at
0600 UTC 26 July in each year from 2003 to 2022. The 3-day mean
of variables is analyzed to remove the high frequency variability.
The 3-day mean from 24 July to 26 July is denoted as day “25 July”,
and subsequent segments (with 3-day increment each time) of
3-day mean start from 27 July to 29 July (denoted as day “28 July”),
30 July to 1 August (“31 July”) … until 10 September to 12
September (“11 September”). All temporal results shown in this
study are the mean of 3-day segment, except for Supplementary
Fig. 2, where daily values are shown.

The PREAF
The process-resolving, energetics-based attribution framework
(PREAF) developed in this study is based on the total energy (i.e.,
moist static energy plus kinetic energy) budget equation in an
atmosphere-land column consisting multiple atmospheric layers
and one land surface layer. The total energy of the atmosphere in
each layer is defined as:

E ¼ cpT þ gz þ Lvqþ 1
2
ðu2 þ v2 þ w2Þ (1)

where cp is the specific heat of dry air at constant pressure, T is air
temperature, g is the gravitational constant, z is geopotential
height, Lv is the latent heat of vaporization, q is specific humidity,
and u, v, and w are zonal, meridional, and vertical velocities,
respectively. The four terms on the right-hand side of Eq. (1)
represent internal energy, geopotential energy, latent energy, and
kinetic energy, respectively. Following the idea of the moist static
energy (MSE) budget analysis39, by taking the difference (Δ) of the
vertically-integrated total energy budget equation of the atmo-
sphere between two states (“B” minus “A”), we may express the
changes in total energy tendency Δ ∂ Eh i

∂t as the sum of energy
perturbations due to individual dynamical and radiative processes:

Δ ∂ Eh i
∂t ¼ �Δ Vh

* �∇E
D E

� Δ ω ∂E
∂p

D E
þ Δ SWjptop � SWjsurface

� �

þΔ LWjptop � LWjsurface
� �

þ ΔLHþ ΔSH� ΔFric

(2)

where Vh

*

is the horizontal wind, ω is the vertical velocity in
pressure coordinates, SW is the net downward shortwave radiative
flux, LW is the net downward longwave radiative flux, LH is the
upward surface latent heat flux, SH is the upward surface sensible
heat flux, and Fric is the surface friction. Angle brackets indicate
the mass-weighted vertical integral in the atmosphere from the
surface to ptop. In this study, ptop is set to 150 hPa, which is
the top of significant warmings in the atmosphere (Fig. 1 c,d). The
difference in total energy tendency between two states can
be decomposed into the differences in partial energy perturba-
tions due to (from left to right in the Eq. (2)) horizontal advection,
vertical advection, shortwave radiative heating, longwave radia-
tive heating, surface latent heat flux, surface sensible heat flux,
and surface friction. For the land surface, we may express the
change in total energy tendency Δ ∂Es

∂t (i.e., heat storage of surface
layer) as the sum of energy perturbations due to individual
dynamical and radiative processes that are coupled with the
atmosphere:

Δ
∂Es
∂t

¼ ΔSWjsurface þ ΔLWjsurface � ΔLH� ΔSH (3)

Furthermore, the interactions among different radiative-active
species are relatively small as proposed by the partial radiative

perturbation method30 (PRP) and the coupled atmosphere–surface
climate feedback–response analysis method (CFRAM)31,32. Through
linearizing the radiative energy perturbations, we may express the
changes in net shortwave and longwave radiative fluxes in each layer
as the sum of the changes in partial net radiative energy fluxes due
to individual radiative processes (details referred to Zhang et al. 37):

ΔSW ¼ ΔSW SRð Þ þ ΔSW O3ð Þ þ ΔSW ALð Þ

þΔSW WVð Þ þ ΔSW CLDð Þ þ ΔSW BCð Þ þ ΔSW OCð Þ

þΔSW SULFð Þ þ ΔSW SSð Þ þ ΔSW DUSTð Þ þ ΔresSW

(4)

ΔLW ¼ ΔLW O3ð Þ þ ΔLW Tempð Þ þ ΔLW WVð Þ

þΔLW CLDð Þ þ ΔLW BCð Þ þ ΔLW OCð Þ

þΔLW SULFð Þ þ ΔLW SSð Þ þ ΔLW DUSTð Þ þ ΔresLW

(5)

In the Eqs. (4) and (5), superscripts SR, O3, Temp, AL, WV, CLD, BC,
OC, SULF, SS, and DUST stand for solar irradiance, ozone,
temperature, surface albedo, water vapor, cloud, black carbon,
organic carbon, sulfate, sea salt, and dust, respectively. ΔresSW and
ΔresLW are the budget residuals, which are obtained by subtracting
all right-hand-side terms from the left-hand-side term in Eqs. (4) and
(5). The residual terms inevitably include errors associated with the
offline radiative transfer calculation, linearization, and forcings not
explicitly considered (e.g., CO2, CH4, and N2O). The sum of ΔSW and
ΔLW represents the net radiative flux. The sum of energy
perturbations associated with black carbon, organic carbon, sulfate,
sea salt, and dust represent the aerosol effect. The vertical profile of
the differences in net shortwave and longwave radiative fluxes at a
given location between two states can be decomposed into the
vertical profile of partial radiative flux differences due to the changes
in individual radiative processes listed above. Note that the partial
radiative flux changes associated with aerosols are results from the
direct radiative effects, while the indirect effects of aerosols are
included in the radiative flux changes associated with clouds. All the
terms in the Eqs. (2–5) have units of watts per meter square (W m−2).
Following Zhang et al. 37, the Rapid Radiative Transfer Method for

general circulation model version 569 and the Monte Carlo integration
of the Independent Column Approximation70 method with
maximum-random overlap cloud generator are employed to obtain
the individual shortwave and longwave radiative energy perturba-
tions in the Eqs. (4) and (5) by conducting offline radiative transfer
calculations separately for state “A” and state “B” associated with
different radiative processes (details referred to Chen et al. 35). The
aerosol optical properties of five types of aerosols (e.g., asymmetry
parameter, single-scatter albedo, absorption, and extinction) are
adopted from the four-mode version of the Modal Aerosol Model71.
The input variables required by the PREAF calculation include

surface/air temperature, zonal, meridional, and vertical velocities,
specific humidity, geopotential height, solar irradiance at the top of
the atmosphere, surface net downward shortwave/longwave
radiative flux, surface albedo, surface latent/sensible heat flux,
ozone mixing ratio, cloud amount, cloud liquid/ice water content,
black carbon/organic carbon/sulfate/sea salt/dust mixing ratio, and
surface pressure. State “B” refers to the daily mean from 24 July 2022
to 12 September 2022 in the analysis using the MERRA-2 and from
27 July 2022 to 6 September 2022 in the analysis using the CFSv2.
The corresponding state “A” refers to the daily climatology defined
in the “Climatology” section. The 3-hourly variables from the MERRA-
2 and the 6-hourly variables from the CFSv2 are served as the inputs
to solve Eqs. (2) and (3). Due to the low temporal resolution of the
input variables, the estimation of horizontal advection inevitably
includes large errors. Therefore, it is calculated as the residual of all
other budget terms in Eq. (2). The change in total energy tendency
of land surface in the left-hand side of Eq. (3) is calculated as the
sum of right-hand-side budget terms. The daily mean variables serve
as the input for the offline radiative transfer calculations to obtain
the energy perturbations associated with individual radiative
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processes in Eqs. (4) and (5). Note that an aerosol module is missing
in the CFSv2 model, and thus the radiative effect of aerosols is not
calculated for the CFSv2 prediction. The use of time-mean cloud
properties in radiative transfer calculations leads to large biases in
estimating cloud radiative effects72,73. To minimize the offline errors,
ΔSW CLDð Þ and ΔLW CLDð Þ are estimated as the changes in differences
between surface net downward shortwave/longwave radiative flux
under all sky and clear sky74, which are the direct outputs from the
MERRA-2 and the CFSv2. ΔresSW and ΔresLW at the land surface are
calculated by subtracting all terms on the right-hand side of Eqs. (4)
and (5) derived from offline radiative calculations, from the directly
estimated changes in surface net downward shortwave and
longwave radiative fluxes from the MERRA-2 and the CFSv2.
ΔresSW and ΔresLW are included in the atmospheric horizontal
advection term estimated as a residual in the Eq. (2) for the
atmospheric layers. The surface friction is negligible in this study.

DATA AVAILABILITY
The CPC temperature and precipitation are publicly available at https://psl.noaa.gov/
data/gridded/data.cpc.globaltemp.html and https://psl.noaa.gov/data/gridded/
data.cpc.globalprecip.html, respectively. The GLEAM and the MERRA-2 are publicly
available at https://www.gleam.eu and https://disc.gsfc.nasa.gov/datasets?
page=1&project=MERRA-2, respectively. The MODIS products from Aqua
(MYD08_L3) and Terra (MOD08_L3) are publicly available at https://
ladsweb.modaps.eosdis.nasa.gov/missions-and-measurements/products/MYD08_D3
and https://ladsweb.modaps.eosdis.nasa.gov/missions-and-measurements/products/
MOD08_D3. The NCEP CFSv2 forecast is publicly available at https://
www.ncei.noaa.gov/products/weather-climate-models/climate-forecast-system.

CODE AVAILABILITY
The Rapid Radiative Transfer Method for general circulation model version 5 can be
obtained from the Atmospheric and Environmental Research (https://github.com/
AER-RC). All figures in this paper are produced by the NCAR Command Language
(NCL) version 6.6.2, and the source codes can be obtained upon request to the
corresponding author.
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