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Transition Probabilities of Noiseinduced Transitions of the Atlantic
Ocean Circulation
Daniele Castellana1*, Sven Baars2, Fred W. Wubs2 & Henk A. Dijkstra1,3
The Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC) is considered to be a tipping element of the
climate system. As it cannot be excluded that the AMOC is in a multiple regime, transitions can occur
due to atmospheric noise between the present-day state and a weaker AMOC state. For the first time,
we here determine estimates of the transition probability of noise-induced transitions of the AMOC,
within a certain time period, using a methodology from large deviation theory. We find that there
are two types of transitions, with a partial or full collapse of the AMOC, having different transition
probabilities. For the present-day state, we estimate the transition probability of the partial collapse
over the next 100 years to be about 15%, with a high sensitivity of this probability to the surface
freshwater noise amplitude.
The Atlantic Ocean circulation has a special role in the climate system, because its associated meridional heat
transport is positive over all latitudes1, peaking at about 1.5 PW at 26.5°N2. Responsible for this heat transport is
the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation (AMOC) which is the zonally integrated volume transport generated by a complex system of Atlantic Ocean currents. Over the period 2008–2012 the mean AMOC strength at
26.5°N decreased by about 2.7 Sv compared to the period 2004–2008, when it was about 17.5 Sv. There were also
short intervals (e.g. at the end of 2009) where the AMOC strength was nearly zero3.
There is convincing evidence, both from observations and model results, that the strength of the AMOC is
sensitive to the surface freshwater forcing4,5. About sixty years ago, this sensitivity was already studied in an idealized box model6 and it was shown that the dependence of the AMOC strength on both temperature and salinity
(through the density) can lead to a multiple equilibria regime. In so-called Earth system Models of Intermediate
Complexity (EMICs), such regimes have been detected through hysteresis behaviour of the AMOC once the surface freshwater strength is varied7. The multiple equilibria regime is then bounded by relatively sharp transitions
between a strong and weak AMOC state.
Although such hysteresis behaviour has also been found8 in relatively low-resolution Global Climate Models
(GCMs), the computations to detect multiple equilibria regimes in state-of-the-art GCMs are demanding and
have not been carried out systematically. Nevertheless, the AMOC is listed among the ‘tipping elements’ of the
Earth system9, because it can not be excluded that the present-day climate state is in a multiple equilibria regime.
For this reason, EMICs have been used to develop indicators of the multiple equilibria AMOC regime, that can be
easily computed from model results and the sparse instrumental record.
Following initial ideas by Rahmstorf10 and de Vries and Weber11, a well-known indicator is based on the
AMOC-induced freshwater divergence in the Atlantic, referred to as ∑ in12, later reintroduced as ΔMov by Liu et al.13,14.
The component at the southern boundary of the Atlantic (at 35°S) is much larger than the northern component
(at 65°N) and is often referred to as Mov11,15 (or Fov8). A negative (positive) value of Mov indicates that the AMOC is
in a multiple (single) equilibria regime. Mov was developed from ocean-only model results and hence neglects the
effects of atmospheric feedbacks16. However, it has been widely used in models to interpret the behaviour of the
AMOC17,18. Present-day observational results show that Mov is in the range of −0.35 Sv to −0.1 Sv13,15,19,20. Hence,
if Mov is indeed a proper indicator, then the present-day AMOC is in a multiple equilibria regime.
In this case, a change in the surface freshwater forcing can induce a transition to a (weak) AMOC state, often
referred to as bifurcation tipping. In addition, a relatively large perturbation in any observable may also induce
such a transition, often referred to as noise-induced tipping. Indeed, paleoclimate studies have shown that abrupt
1

Institute for Marine and Atmospheric research Utrecht, Department of Physics, Utrecht University, Utrecht, The
Netherlands. 2Bernoulli Institute for Mathematics, Computer Science and Artificial Intelligence, University of
Groningen, Groningen, The Netherlands. 3Centre for Complex Systems Studies, Department of Physics, Utrecht
University, Utrecht, The Netherlands. *email: d.castellana@uu.nl
Scientific Reports |

(2019) 9:20284 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-56435-6

1

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

www.nature.com/scientificreports

Figure 1. Sketch of the box model, adapted from Cimatoribus et al.17. The red, blue and green arrows represent,
respectively, the volume fluxes between the boxes, the freshwater exchange between the basin and the
atmosphere, and the effect of the subtropical gyres on the transport. The dashed (dotted) arrows indicate fluxes
present only in the AMOC ‘on’ (‘off ’) state: in the collapsed state, the downwelling (qN) stops and the transport
qS is reversed.

changes in atmospheric temperatures associated with the Dansgaard-Oeschger cycles, which are thought to be
closely related to changes in AMOC strength, may have been noise-induced21,22. However, to determine the probability of an AMOC transition within a certain period of time (e.g. into the future), for example due to noise in the
surface freshwater forcing, is a difficult problem which has not been addressed yet.
Here, using techniques from large-deviation theory23, we present results for the transition probabilities of
noise-induced changes in the AMOC. As such techniques are still computationally demanding, we apply them
here to a detailed box model of the AMOC, in which the value of Mov is a precise measure of the multiple equilibria regime17. By using Mov, we can make an estimate, from the model results, of the transition probabilities for the
observed present-day AMOC.

Model and Methods

The model used is an extension of the one developed by Cimatoribus et al.17 and represents the Atlantic Ocean
as five boxes (Fig. 1). A deep box (labelled as d) extends throughout the whole latitudinal width of the basin. It
is separated from the upper ocean layer by a pycnocline, whose depth D is a dependent quantity in the model.
Two other boxes s and n represent, respectively, the Southern Ocean and the northern part of the Atlantic Ocean,
where the downwelling of dense water takes place. The pycnocline layer is represented by two boxes (t and ts)
where the latter is located south of 30°S. Thanks to this splitting, it is possible to distinguish between the freshwater transported by the AMOC and by the southern subtropical gyre circulation (more details are given in17).
Density variations in the boxes are solely due to the salinity variations, as the temperature in each box is
assumed to be constant. The downwelling in the North Atlantic (and hence the AMOC strength) is represented
by the term qN, while qS is the difference between the wind-driven Ekman flow (qEK) and the eddy-induced flow
(qe), the latter associated with baroclinic instabilities of the Antarctic Circumpolar Current. The upwelling volume
transport from the deep layer to the pycnocline layer is represented by qU. Two coefficients, rN and rS, capture the
effect of the wind-driven subtropical gyres on the salinity transport. Finally, the Atlantic Ocean circulation model
is forced by external freshwater fluxes, split into a symmetric (Es) and an asymmetric (Ea) component (Fig. 1); the
noise will only be incorporated through Ea.
The equations determining the evolution of the AMOC in this model are the salinity budgets of the different boxes, together with the variation of the volume of the pycnocline, and the salt and volume conservation
equations; these are given in the Supplementary Section A. The model in17 has been extended to allow for the
existence of both a strong and weak AMOC state, which we refer to below as the ‘on’ and ‘off ’ state, respectively.
The present-day state of a strong AMOC is represented by values qN > qS > qU > 0. The ‘off ’ AMOC state occurs
only when the downwelling in the Northern Atlantic stops (qN = 0) and the circulation in the South Atlantic is
reversed (qS < 0).
The model is particularly suitable for investigating the variability of the AMOC due to the buoyancy
anomalies. While capturing the essential physical processes involved in the dynamics of the AMOC (e.g. the
wind-induced upwelling in the Southern Ocean), it gives emphasis to the salt-advection feedback, which is the
feedback responsible for the collapse of the AMOC. In the real ocean, wind-induced variability can lead to the
occurrence of extremes in the strength of the AMOC, as found in the RAPID measurements24. These effects are
not captured by our model. Nevertheless, this does not affect the capabilities of the model to capture the dominant
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processes underlying the buoyancy-induced variability of the AMOC. Recently Wood et al.25 also showed that
a 5-box dynamical model can be calibrated with GCM output to capture (within some error bars) the critical
behaviour of the AMOC. In conclusion, the model used here, forced by the interannual time scale noise in the
freshwater flux, is fit for purpose to look at freshwater-caused transitions (in a bistable AMOC regime) which are
affected by the salt-advection feedback.
Transition probabilities between states in this model are computed using the Trajectory-Adaptive Multilevel
Sampling (TAMS) method23. Estimating transition probabilities for a general stochastic system is a challenging
task. Analytical results are available only for special classes of systems, whereas brute-force methods, consisting of
simulating a large ensemble of trajectories and then counting the number of observed transitions, are not feasible
when the probabilities involved are small.
The idea behind TAMS, which belong to the so-called rare event algorithms, is the following: the method
tries to push trajectories into the direction of the destination equilibrium, to make sure that transitions actually
occur (also for small sample sizes) while still being able to compute the transition probability. See Supplementary
Section B for more information and an example.

Results

Variations in the forcing will only be considered through the asymmetric freshwater flux, which is written as
Ea(t ) = Ea + Eaσ(t ) .

(1)

(Eaσ(t )

here the deterministic value Ea is constant and the stochastic part
= σζ (t )) is represented by a zero
mean, unit variance white noise process ζ(t) and a standard deviation σ.
Steady states of the deterministic model (σ = 0) for standard values of the parameters (see the Supplementary
Table S1) are shown in Fig. 2. Two saddle-node bifurcation points bound the multiple equilibria regime: for each
value of Ea in the range [0.06, 0.35], both ‘on’ and ‘off ’ AMOC states exist (Fig. 2). The pycnocline depth is much
shallower (up to 1000 m) for the ‘on’ AMOC state (Fig. 2a) than for the ‘off ’ AMOC state. The main difference
between the diagrams shown in Fig. 2 and the ones that can be found in17 is the presence of the ‘off ’ AMOC state,
since the model allows solutions with qN = 0 (Fig. 2b) and qS < 0 (Fig. 2c). The freshwater transport at 30°S carried
by the AMOC is given by
Mov = −

qS

S0

(Sts − Sd) .

(2)

As already shown in , the sign of Mov is an adequate indicator for the multiple equilibria regime (Fig. 2d). For
further reference below, the bifurcation diagrams of the salinities in the different boxes and the upwelling strength
qU are shown in the Supplementary Section C, for example, showing a constant upwelling in the ‘off ’ AMOC state.
We next fix the deterministic part of the asymmetric freshwater forcing (Ea) to a value within the multiple
equilibria regime and add stochastic forcing (σ > 0). The value of σ is chosen as a percentage of the deterministic
forcing, hence σ = fσ Ea, based on observational data from P − E time series in the Atlantic ocean, assuming that
the noise represents interannual time scale variability26. We estimated a lower bound of this amplitude fσ to be 0.1
(see Supplementary Section D).
In Fig. 3 an example of a model trajectory is shown, which is initialized at the ‘on’ AMOC equilibrium state
(with Ea = 0.29 Sv and Mov = −0.21 Sv). The applied noise in the freshwater forcing initially affects the polar boxes,
and then propagates through the rest of the basin. The salinity in the southern box Ss (Fig. 3a) switches between
the two equilibrium values (see Supplementary Section C), while the variability in the salinity of the northern box
Sn (Fig. 3b) is not strong enough to reach the value corresponding to the ‘off ’ AMOC state. Moreover, the depth
of the pycnocline D (Fig. 3c) remains essentially constant throughout the whole simulation (D ~ 900 m in comparison to the 1700 m necessary to reach the value of the ‘off ’ AMOC state). The most frequent abrupt changes
involve the downwelling qN, which repeatedly decreases to zero throughout the duration of the simulation
(Fig. 3d). However, the AMOC does not seem to undergo a full transition to the ‘off ’ state, as shown by the behaviour of the other variables.
These results are very instructive on the behaviour of the system, as they indicate that the AMOC does not
necessarily collapse (reach the ‘off ’ state), even if the salinity in the boxes show quite some variability. In fact,
the fast variations in the freshwater input determine large changes in the salinity of the polar boxes, to the point
where the downwelling collapses. However, such collapse would have to be sustained for a long time to be able
to considerably affect the deep ocean circulation. For this reason, we consider two kinds of transitions in the
model: an F-type (fast) transition with a temporary cessation of the downwelling, and an S-type (slow) transition
to an ‘off ’ state. As already suggested by the model results in Fig. 3, probabilities for the two types of transitions
substantially differ in magnitude.
Depending on the transition event one wants to study, the TAMS method has to be properly implemented,
in order to select for the trajectories that undergo the transition. See Supplementary Section B for details on the
choices made in this work.
To compute the transition probabilities for a range of possible values of freshwater forcing for F-type transitions, we ran 15 instances of the TAMS algorithm for a grid of size 100 × 125 in the (Ea, σ ) space. Because we can
connect Ea and Mov through the steady state (Fig. 2d), and the noise is a fraction fσ of the steady state value Ea, we
plot (Fig. 4a) the transition probabilities, using a transition time interval of 100 years, in the space (Mov, fσ).
The range of parameters, which corresponds to the present-day climate conditions, is the region bounded by
fσ > 0.1 and −0.35 Sv < Mov < −0.1 Sv, taking the values at 24°S as representative for Mov20. The range of transition
17
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Figure 2. (a) Bifurcation diagram for the depth of the pycnocline versus the parameter Ea. Solid (dashed) lines
indicate stable (unstable) equilibria of the system. Among the solid lines, the thicker ones represent the AMOC
‘on’ state, while the thinner ones correspond to the ‘off ’ state. The yellow area indicates the bistable regime. The
black circles indicate the value of Ea chosen for the time simulation in Fig. 3. The starting (destination)
equilibrium belongs to the ‘on’ (‘off ’) branch of the diagram. (b,c) The same diagrams, respectively for the
downwelling in the North Atlantic (qN) and the upwelling in the Southern Ocean (qS). The dashed magenta lines
indicate null transport: in the collapsed state, the downwelling stops, while the circulation through the basin is
reversed, as indicated by the negative value of qS. (d) Mov, calculated following Eq. (2), as a function of the
asymmetric freshwater forcing Ea. The indicator is calculated only for the ‘on’ state of the system. Mov is positive
(negative) in the monostable (bistable) regime of the AMOC.

probabilities is then quite broad: depending on the actual value of Mov and the stochastic forcing, an F-type transition can be very unlikely to occur (bottom-left area of the plot), or near certain (top-right area). Hence, we show
the transition probability as a function of fσ for Mov = −0.1 Sv and Mov = −0.2 Sv in Fig. 4b,c, respectively. For
Mov = −0.1 Sv the transition probabilities only become non-negligible for fσ > 0.2, but for Mov = −0.2 Sv (which
could be seen as a mean value over the available estimates), the transition probability is already about 15% at
fσ = 0.1.
A sensitivity analysis, as shown in the Supplementary Section E, indicates that the computed probabilities are
robust under reasonable changes in several of the parameters, in particular transport by the southern subtropical
gyre rS, vertical diffusivity κ and eddy diffusivity AGM (for which reference values were shown in Supplementary
Table S1).
When determining the S-type transition probability of the AMOC to the ‘off ’ state we obtain very low probabilities (<10−9) within 100 years, regardless of the values of the parameters of the model. If we increase the
time interval, we find that only for time scales of the order of 10,000 years, the transition probabilities become
non-negligible. An example of the evolution of the system on long time scales, showing an S-type transition, is
shown in the Supplementary Section F.

Summary and Discussion

In this paper we investigated the probability of noise-induced transitions of the AMOC to a collapsed state
within a specific time period, using a conceptual box-model representation of the AMOC circulation17. Thanks
to its simplicity, the model is suitable for the application of the Trajectory-Adaptive Multilevel Splitting (TAMS)
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Figure 3. Trajectory of the box model, with reference parameters as in Supplementary Table S1, and with
Ea = 0.29 Sv and fσ = 0.16. The corresponding value of Mov is −0.21 Sv. The initial condition is centered on the
‘on’ state of the system. Plots are shown for (a) Ss, (b) Sn, (c) D and (d) qN. The blue (red) line indicates the ‘on’
(‘off ’) steady state, for the chosen parameters. The dashed magenta line indicates a zero transport.

algorithm. At the same time, it is quite comprehensive in terms of physical processes driving the circulation and
allows to calculate the freshwater transported by the AMOC at 30°S (Mov), which connects the results of our
model to state-of-art climate models and observations. In the model, the sign of Mov represents a perfect indicator for the multiple equilibria regime (Fig. 2d), in line with what has been found in more detailed numerical
models8,11,15.
The analysis of the time evolution of the stochastic model shows that two kinds of transitions occur, namely
a cessation of the downwelling in the North Atlantic (called F-type transition) and a full transition to a collapsed
state (called S-type transition). We found that, while an F-type transition can have very high transition probabilities over a period of 100 years under a reasonable choice of the parameters, the S-type transition seems unlikely to
occur over this period, regardless of the values of the parameters involved. As expected, the probability of F-type
transitions increases with decreasing Mov (more negative) and with increasing noise amplitude fσ (see Fig. 4a). For
the area in the parameter space by which the present-day climate is best represented, our results indicate that the
probability of a (temporary) cessation of the downwelling is almost certain for values of Mov < −0.2 Sv.
Indeed, such transitions may have been found already in the RAPID program measurements3,27: the dips in
the time series of the AMOC strength at 26.5°N (up to negative values) suggest the occurrence of extreme events
in the circulation which are not directly connected to any subsequent collapse of the whole circulation system.
They may be induced either by noise in the freshwater flux, in the heat flux or in the wind-stress field. The same
phenomenon can be found in most of the CMIP5 models, where the time series of the AMOC at 26.5°N shows
several dips during control simulations. The comparison between the occurrence of extremes in the transports
associated with wind anomalies and dips in the AMOC strength suggests that the role of the stochastic buoyancy forcing can lead to extreme events in the AMOC. Indeed, while some extreme events in the AMOC can be
attributed to anomalies in the wind field, others seem to occur independently of those anomalies. Therefore, we
believe that anomalies in the freshwater forcing are responsible for (F-type) transitions in the AMOC (see the
Supplementary Section G for more details).
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Figure 4. (a) Transition probabilities of the F-type transition (cessation of the downwelling) in 100 years,
calculated for each couple of the parameters (Mov, fσ), chosen on a 100 × 125 grid. The computation was done
with the TAMS algorithm, which was repeated 15 times for each transition probability computation. In this
way, the error bars (not shown) turn out to be quite narrow (see panels (b,c) as an example). The area that
corresponds to the range of parameters that can best represent the present-day climate is highlighted in the red
box. It is bounded by the minimum amplitude of noise found in observations (0.1), and the observed range
of values of Mov (−0.35 to −0.1 Sv). The black circle indicates the parameters chosen for the time simulation
in Fig. 3. (b,c) Transition probabilities as a function of fσ for two particular choices of Mov as indicated by the
dashed lines in (a). The shaded areas represent the interquartile range for the probabilities. Notice the steepness
of the gradient with respect to the value of the noise, which increases with more negative values of Mov.

In the context of paleoclimate transitions, such as the Dansgaard-Oeschger events, it is interesting that S-type
transitions, involving a full-scale transition to an ‘off ’ state, have only non-negligible transition probabilities in
our model on multi-millennial time scales. However, to connect our model results to these events, a change in the
background climate state (glacial) is necessary and possibly also a slow variation of the noise and the freshwater
forcing should be introduced in the model, which is outside the scope of this paper.
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References

1. Srokosz, M. et al. Past, present, and future changes in the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation. Bull. Am. Meteorol. Soc. 93,
1663–1676, https://doi.org/10.1175/bams-d-11-00151.1 (2012).
2. Johns, W. E. et al. Continuous, array-based estimates of Atlantic ocean heat transport at 26.5degN. J. Clim. 24, 2429–2449, https://
doi.org/10.1175/2010jcli3997.1 (2011).
3. Smeed, D. A. et al. Observed decline of the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation 2004–2012. Ocean. Sci. 10, 29–38, https://
doi.org/10.5194/os-10-29-2014 (2014).
4. Jackson, L. C. & Wood, R. A. Timescales of AMOC decline in response to fresh water forcing. Clim. Dyn. 51, 1333–1350, https://doi.
org/10.1007/s00382-017-3957-6 (2017).
5. Caesar, L., Rahmstorf, S., Robinson, A., Feulner, G. & Saba, V. Observed fingerprint of a weakening Atlantic Ocean Overturning
Circulation. Nature 556, 191–196, https://doi.org/10.1038/s41586-018-0006-5 (2018).
6. Stommel, H. Thermohaline convection with two stable regimes of flow. Tellus 13, 224–230, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.2153-3490.1961.
tb00079.x (1961).
7. Rahmstorf, S. et al. Thermohaline circulation hysteresis: a model intercomparison. Geophys. Res. Lett. 32, https://doi.
org/10.1029/2005gl023655 (2005).
8. Hawkins, E. et al. Bistability of the Atlantic Overturning Circulation in a global climate model and links to ocean freshwater
transport. Geophys. Res. Lett. 38, https://doi.org/10.1029/2011GL047208 (2011).
9. Lenton, T. M. et al. Tipping elements in the earth’s climate system. Proc. Natl. Acad. Sci. 105, 1786–1793, https://doi.org/10.1073/
pnas.0705414105 (2008).
10. Rahmstorf, S. On the freshwater forcing and transport of the Atlantic thermohaline circulation. Clim. Dyn. 12, 799–811, https://doi.
org/10.1007/s003820050144 (1996).
11. de Vries, P. & Weber, S. L. The Atlantic freshwater budget as a diagnostic for the existence of a stable shut down of the Meridional
Overturning Circulation. Geophys. Res. Lett. 32, https://doi.org/10.1029/2004gl021450 (2005).
12. Dijkstra, H. A. Characterization of the multiple equilibria regime in a global ocean model. Tellus A, https://doi.org/10.1111/j.16000870.2007.00267.x (2007).
13. Liu, W., Liu, Z. & Brady, E. C. Why is the AMOC monostable in coupled general circulation models? J. Clim. 27, 2427–2443, https://
doi.org/10.1175/jcli-d-13-00264.1 (2014).
14. Liu, W., Xie, S.-P., Liu, Z. & Zhu, J. Overlooked possibility of a collapsed Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation in warming
climate. Sci. Adv. 3, e1601666, https://doi.org/10.1126/sciadv.1601666 (2017).

Scientific Reports |

(2019) 9:20284 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-56435-6

6

www.nature.com/scientificreports/

www.nature.com/scientificreports

15. Huisman, S. E., den Toom, M., Dijkstra, H. A. & Drijfhout, S. An indicator of the multiple equilibria regime of the Atlantic
Meridional Overturning Circulation. J. Phys. Oceanogr. 40, 551–567, https://doi.org/10.1175/2009jpo4215.1 (2010).
16. Gent, P. R. A commentary on the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation stability in climate models. Ocean. Model. 122,
57–66, https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ocemod.2017.12.006 (2018).
17. Cimatoribus, A. A., Drijfhout, S. S. & Dijkstra, H. A. Meridional Overturning Circulation: Stability and ocean feedbacks in a box
model. Clim. Dyn. 42, 311–328, https://doi.org/10.1007/s00382-012-1576-9 (2012).
18. Mecking, J. V., Drijfhout, S. S., Jackson, L. C. & Graham, T. Stable amoc off state in an eddy-permitting coupled climate model. Clim.
Dyn. 47, 2455–2470, https://doi.org/10.1007/s00382-016-2975-0 (2016).
19. Weijer, W., Ruijter, W. P. M. D. & Dijkstra, H. A. Stability of the Atlantic Overturning Circulation: Competition between Bering Strait
freshwater flux and Agulhas heat and salt sources. J. Phys. Oceanogr. 31, 2385–2402, DOI: https://doi.org/10.1175/15200485(2001)031<2385:sotaoc>2.0.co;2 (2001).
20. Bryden, H. L., King, B. A. & McCarthy, G. D. South Atlantic Overturning Circulation at 24 degs. J. Mar. Res. 69, 38–55, https://doi.
org/10.1357/002224011798147633 (2011).
21. Ditlevsen, P. D., Andersen, K. K. & Svensson, A. The DO-climate events are probably noise induced: Statistical investigation of the
claimed 1470 years cycle. Clim. Past 3, 129–134, https://doi.org/10.5194/cp-3-129-2007 (2007).
22. Ditlevsen, P. D. & Johnsen, S. J. Tipping points: Early warning and wishful thinking. Geophys. Res. Lett. 37, L19703, https://doi.
org/10.1029/2010GL044486 (2010).
23. Lestang, T., Ragone, F., Bréhier, C.-E., Herbert, C. & Bouchet, F. Computing return times or return periods with rare event
algorithms. J. Stat. Mech. Theory Exp. 043213, https://doi.org/10.1088/1742-5468/aab856 (2018).
24. Zhao, J. & Johns, W. Wind-forced interannual variability of the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation at 26.5°n. J. Geophys.
Res. Ocean. 119, 2403–2419, https://doi.org/10.1002/2013JC009407 (2014).
25. Wood, R. A., Rodríguez, J. M., Smith, R. S., Jackson, L. C. & Hawkins, E. Observable, low-order dynamical controls on thresholds of
the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation. Clim. Dynam. 53, 6815–6834, https://doi.org/10.1007/s00382-019-04956-1 (2019).
26. Ganopolski, A. & Rahmstorf, S. Abrupt glacial climate changes due to stochastic resonance. Phys. Rev. Lett. 88, https://doi.
org/10.1103/physrevlett.88.038501 (2002).
27. Cunningham, S. A. et al. Temporal variability of the Atlantic Meridional Overturning Circulation at 26.5 N. Science 317, 935–938,
https://doi.org/10.1126/science.1141304 (2007).

Acknowledgements

This work was supported by funding from the European Union’s Horizon 2020 research and innovation
programme for the ITN CRITICS under Grant Agreement Number 643073 (D.C. and H.D.) and the Mathematics
of Planet Earth research programme with project number 657.014.007, financed by the Netherlands Organisation
for Scientific Research (NWO) (S.B. and F.W.). We acknowledge the World Climate Research Programme’s
Working Group on Coupled Modelling, which is responsible for CMIP, and we thank the climate modelling
group MIROC (Atmosphere and Ocean Research Institute - The University of Tokyo, National Institute for
Environmental Studies, and Japan Agency for Marine-Earth Science and Technology), for producing and
making available their model output. For CMIP the U.S. Department of Energy’s Program for Climate Model
Diagnosis and Intercomparison provides coordinating support and led development of software infrastructure in
partnership with the Global Organization for Earth System Science Portals.

Author contributions

D.C. and H.D. conceived the extension of the model and the model simulations. S.B. and D.C. designed the
algorithm. D.C. performed and analysed the simulations and prepared the figures. D.C., S.B., F.W. and H.D.
discussed the results, contributed to writing, and reviewed the final manuscript.

Competing interests

The authors declare no competing interests.

Additional information

Supplementary information is available for this paper at https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-56435-6.
Correspondence and requests for materials should be addressed to D.C.
Reprints and permissions information is available at www.nature.com/reprints.
Publisher’s note Springer Nature remains neutral with regard to jurisdictional claims in published maps and
institutional affiliations.
Open Access This article is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution 4.0 International
License, which permits use, sharing, adaptation, distribution and reproduction in any medium or
format, as long as you give appropriate credit to the original author(s) and the source, provide a link to the Creative Commons license, and indicate if changes were made. The images or other third party material in this
article are included in the article’s Creative Commons license, unless indicated otherwise in a credit line to the
material. If material is not included in the article’s Creative Commons license and your intended use is not permitted by statutory regulation or exceeds the permitted use, you will need to obtain permission directly from the
copyright holder. To view a copy of this license, visit http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/.
© The Author(s) 2019

Scientific Reports |

(2019) 9:20284 | https://doi.org/10.1038/s41598-019-56435-6

7

