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Abstract A relation between the timing of the El Niño
onset and its subsequent evolution is examined by
emphasizing its association with the Indian Ocean (IO)
SST variation. Two types of El Niño events based on the
timing of their onset are classified and their characteristics
are examined and compared. In general, spring onset (SP)
events grow greater in magnitude and their evolutions have
a faster transition. On the contrary, summer onset (SU)
events are relatively weaker in magnitude and have a
slower transition. Moreover, in contrast to the SU events,
the SP events have a strong tendency for accompanying an
IO dipole and basin-wide type of warming pattern in the El
Niño developing and mature phases, respectively. It is
demonstrated here that the distinctive evolutions in transition phase of the two events are resulted from the difference
in IO SST. The warm IO SST in the SP El Niño event, lead
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an anomalous easterlies over the western Pacific, which
forces a fast termination of El Niño events.

1 Introduction
A great deal of scientific research has been conducted to
gain a better understanding of an El Niño onset, its
subsequent evolution, and underlying dynamics. It is
widely known about the phase locking of ENSO events to
the seasonal cycle, as expressed by their tendency to peak
towards the end of the calendar year (Rasumusson and
Carpenter 1982). El Niño events also exhibit irregularities
in the timing of onset, in the amplitude of sea surface
temperature (SST) anomalies and in the duration of events
(e.g., Neelin et al. 2000).
Several studies have focused on the timing of El Niño onset
and its source of irregularity. Some sources of this irregularity
shown in previous studies are deterministic chaos associated
with the nonlinear dynamics of ENSO (e.g., Jin et al. 1994),
changes in the background states (e.g., Wang 1995), an
atmospheric forcing due to other climate phenomena such as
Monsoon (e.g., Xu and Chan 2001), stochastic weather noise
forcing (e.g., Blanke et al. 1997), an atmospheric forcing due
to an intraseasonal oscillation in the tropical Pacific (e.g.,
McPhaden 1999) and seasonally varying strength of oceanatmosphere coupling in the equatorial Pacific (Horii and
Hanawa 2004).
So far, several studies categorized past El Niño events
into several categories (Fu et al. 1986; Enfield and Cid
1991). Based on the timing of El Niño onset, the events can
be classified into two types: spring (SP) type and summer
(SU) type (Xu and Chan 2001). Previous studies (e.g.,
Neelin et al. 2000; Xu and Chan 2001; Horii and Hanawa
2004) strongly suggested that the evolution of El Niño
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events differs considerably depending on the timing of
onset. Neelin et al. (2000), based on their modeling and
observational study, suggested that the observed scatter of
onset and termination phases is a fundamental ENSO
property. Then, Xu and Chan (2001) observed that
evolution of the two types of events (SP and SU) is
different, but their study did not consider the mechanisms
for the difference in evolution of the two events. Recently,
Horii and Hanawa (2004) addressed this issue and they
mainly attributed this difference to the seasonally varying
strength of the ocean-atmosphere coupling (i.e., magnitude
of air-sea couple instability) in the equatorial Pacific
(Tziperman et al. 1998). We believe that this kind of
classification is important to elucidate the El Niño
dynamics.
On one hand, there were a number of studies aimed on
the impact of ENSO in the Indian Ocean (IO) (e.g., Klein et
al. 1999; Reason et al. 2000; Venzke et al. 2000; Xie et al.
2002; Lau and Nath 2003; Li et al. 2003; many others).
According to them, IO SST variability is mostly affected by
modulation of walker circulation associated with ENSO.
On the other hand, there is a recent increase in research
interest on the possible role of IO variability on ENSO
variability and several scientists have paid special attention
to study this aspect in detail (e.g., Yu et al. 2002; Wu and
Kirtman 2004; Kug et al. 2005; Kug and Kang 2006; and
Kug et al. 2006a,b; Dommenget et al. 2006). In particular,
Kug and Kang (2006) emphasized the importance of
interactive feedback between ENSO and the IO on fast
transition of El Niño events.
This study focuses on the two types of El Niño events
(SP and SU) by considering co-variability over the IO. It is
known that the evolution of the El Niño events changes
considerably with their timing of onset. Hence, it would be
of interest to examine how the IO interactive feedback,
suggested by Kug and Kang (2006), operates in the
evolution of these two events. Therefore, we here explore
the relationship between the timing of El Niño onset and
the IO-El Niño coupling and we also examine the factors
that lead to this coupling and feedback. We further see how
this feedback leads to different aspects in their subsequent
evolution, using observational data.
The data and classification of the El Niño events based
on their onset timing are described in Sect. 2. The spatial
and temporal evolutions of the two events are documented
in Sect. 3.1 Section 3.2 examines the initiation and
development of IO variability during the El Niño developing period. Section 3.3 shows the transition characteristics
of each type of events and it examines the IO feedback
mechanism in each event. It further describes the dynamical
coupling process between ENSO and IO in each type of
event. Finally, we discuss the results and their implications
in Sect. 4.
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2 Data and classification of El Niño events
The data utilized are monthly means of SST, atmospheric
circulation data, and ocean temperature for the period of
1958–2000. Anomalies presented in this study were
detrended after removing monthly climatology. Atmospheric circulation data were taken from National Center for
Environmental Prediction/National Centre for Atmospheric
Research (NCEP/NCAR, Kalney et al. 1996), which has a
horizontal resolution of 2.5° Lon. x 2.5° Lat. The SST data
are from the improved extended reconstructed sea surface
temperature version 2 (ERSST.v2) data set (Smith and
Reynolds 2004) created by the National Climate Data
Center (NCDC). Ocean temperature data were obtained
from the Simple Ocean Data Assimilation (SODA) product
(Carton et al. 2000a,b). It is available at 0.45° latitude x
1° longitude resolution in the Tropics and has 20 vertical
levels with 15-m resolutions near the sea surface. Xie et al.
(2002) showed that the SODA data have a good agreement
with the expendable bathythermograph (XBT).
We define an El Niño event, using the 5-month running
mean of Nino 3.4 index (SST Anomalies, SSTA, averaged
over the region 5°S–5°N, 170°W–120°W). El Niño events
are defined when Nino 3.4 index exceeds 0.5°C and
persisted there afterwards for at least 6 months. The month
when the Nino 3.4 index exceeds 0.5°C is defined as the
onset month. We further defined SP and SU type events as
the El Niño onsets occurring in spring (March, April, or
May) and summer (June, July, and August) seasons,
respectively. During the 43-year period of 1958–2000, 12
El Niño events are detected based on our definition. Among
these events, we identified five SP and four SU types of
events. The 1994/95 El Niño events are excluded because
of its short period (cf. Kang et al. 2004). Also, we omitted
1977/78 and 1987/88 events, since they are an extension of
the previous year warm state. These classifications are
similar to those made in earlier studies (Xu and Chan 2001;
Horii and Hanawa 2004), but with slight modifications.
Thus the SP type events include the years 1965/66, 1972/
73, 1982/83, 1991/92, and 1997/98. And the other, SU type
events contain the years 1963/64, 1968/69, 1976/77, and
1986/87. In order to provide further robustness in the
classification, we examined another SSTA index, NINO3,
in the same way to identify the timing of El Niño onset. A
comparison of the timing of occurrence identified with the
NINO3 SST suggests that the classification is essentially
the same.
To compare the characteristics of two types of El Niño
events, composite analysis was carried out for the two types
of El Niño events. The composites are made for those
events that occurred during the period (1958–2000), in
which both SST and atmospheric circulation datasets are
available. The composites are subjected to the standard t-
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test for statistical significance and only when at the 90%
significant levels are retained in the plots. It is found that
the above classification can represent significantly different
characteristics in the subsequent evolution of each type El
Niño event, which will be described and discussed in the
following sections.

3 Observational analysis
3.1 Contrasting evolution of two events over the tropical
Indian and Pacific domain
Figure 1 shows the time evolution of normalized NINO3.4
SSTA for the SP and SU type of events occurred over the
43-year period (1958–2000). This clearly reveals that the
basic characteristics of two types of SP and SU El Niño
events are significantly different, as shown in Fig. 1. It is
seen that in the SP type of events, NINO3.4 SSTA has a
large peak value at the mature phase and they are
characterized by relatively regular and faster transition.
Further, the SP-type events have a strong biennial tendency
in their evolutions from onset to transition phase. In
contrast to these features, the SU-type events have smaller
SSTA amplitudes in its mature phase and have rather
irregular transition with its slow evolutions. In fact, some of
the SU events (1968/69, 1976/77, and 1986/87) persist into
the next year after the mature phase and so the biennial
tendency is not apparent here. This difference is consistent
with previous studies (Xu and Chan 2001; Horii and
Hanawa 2004). Since the decay of the two types of events
is observed to be quite different, it is expected that the
physical mechanisms responsible for their phase transition
are different. We will show here the difference in

Fig. 1 Time series of normalized Nino-3.4 SSTA for the composite
evolution of the SP and SU types of events during the 43-year period
(1958–2000). The cross marks indicate that the difference between SP
and SU composites is significant at 90% confidence level
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interaction of the two types of events with the tropical IO
and then we will further demonstrate how this interaction
contributes to their contrasting evolution by pointing out
the possible mechanisms.
Horizontal distribution of SSTA and the related 925-hPa
wind anomalies for the SP and SU composites are shown in
Figs. 2 and 3, respectively. In the case of the SP composite,
warm SSTA begin to appear over the central Pacific and
western IO during boreal spring and large SSTA are already
established during boreal summer time (Fig. 2a and b).
These warm anomalies are accompanied by the anomalous
westerlies in the western-central Pacific (Fig. 3a). Noted
here that a cyclonic wind flow is appeared over the western
north Pacific (WNP), indicating strong WNP monsoon.
Also, there is a significant anomalous south-easterly over
the eastern IO, indicating that there is an interaction
between Pacific and IO variability. Detailed dynamical
processes will be discussed in the next subsection.
During the boreal autumn time (Figs. 2c and 3c),
anomalous warm SST and westerlies have further developed over the tropical Pacific by the positive oceanatmosphere feedback process, as firstly suggested by
Bjerknes (1969). There are explosive developments of
SST and surface wind over the IO as well. Zonal contrast
pattern of SST, the so-called IO dipole (IOD) mode
suggested by Saji et al. (1999) and Webster et al. (1999),
is established now and significant easterly wind is dominant
over the IO. Also, there are two distinctive wind systems
that are cyclonic flow over the WNP and anticyclonic flow
over south eastern IO.
During the boreal winter time (Figs. 2d and 3d), the
eastern Pacific SST has reached its maximum phase while
over the eastern IO the cold SST has decayed rapidly. The
warm SSTA have extended eastward in the IO, resulting in
basin-wide warming (BW) over the IO. Also, it seems here
that the stronger anomalous winds have moved further
eastward compared to its previous season. The southern IO
anticyclone has weakened while the WNP cyclonic flow is
dramatically changed to an anticyclone. Therefore, the wind
anomaly is rapidly changed from westerlies to easterlies.
Previous studies pointed out that these abrupt changes are
related to the IO SST (Watanabe and Jin 2002; Annamalai
et al. 2005; Kug and Kang 2006). In particular, Kug and
Kang (2006) further pointed out that the western Pacific
(WP) wind changes lead a fast transition from El Niño to
La Niña, by generating upwelling Kelvin waves. Consistent
with their argument, the SP type of El Niño events
represents rapid transition, so that the La Niña is developed
in the following year (Fig. 2e).
Unlike the SP composite case, in the SU composite the
cold SSTA are still persisting in the central Pacific Ocean
(Fig. 2a) during boreal spring time and warm SSTA are not
yet fully developed by the El Niño developing summer
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Fig. 2 Composites of SSTA for
SP (left) and SU (right) type of
events. Shading represents the
SSTA at 90% confidence level
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Fig. 3 Composites of 925-hPa
Wind anomalies for SP (left)
and SU (right) type of events.
Thick arrows indicate significant
wind vectors at 90% confidence
level
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Fig. 4 Composites of 500-hPa
pressure velocity anomalies
(upper panel, 10–2 Pas-1) and
850-hPa vorticity anomalies
(lower panel, 10–6s-1) for SP
(left) and SU (right) type of
events. Shading represents the
90% confidence level
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period (Fig. 2b). Therefore, the wind anomalies in the
western-central Pacific are relatively weak and the cyclonic
flow over the WNP is also weak during boreal summer and
fall time. A striking difference from the SU composite is
found in the IO (Figs. 2 and 3). There are no significant
SST and wind anomalies in the SU composites, while the
strong IOD-like pattern is distinctive in the SP composites.
During the boreal winter time (Fig. 3d), the wind pattern in
the SU composite shows anomalous easterlies in the
equatorial IO and anomalous northeasterlies in the northwestern Pacific, similar to that of the SP composite, but
weaker in magnitude. We also found that anomalous
westerlies in the central-eastern Pacific are relatively week.
Also no significant anomalous easterlies are found over the
WP. Further, in contrast to the SP events, warm SSTA are
still persisting in the eastern Pacific in the following
autumn season (Fig. 2e).
3.2 Mechanism for the initiation and development of IO
variability during El Niño developing period
In the previous section, we showed that there is a distinctive
difference between the SP and SU events over the IO. The
SP events have a more tendency to accompany IOD-type of
events than the SU events. We will examine here how the
SP El Niño events can lead to this co-variability over the
IO, in contrast to SU El Niño events.
As shown in the previous section, the SP events have
already attained large SSTAs during the El Niño developing
summer, while the SSTA in the SU composite are not yet
established. During this period (see Fig. 2b), the warm
tropical Pacific SSTA in the SP events modulates the
Walker circulation through enhancing convection in the
central Pacific (Figs. 4a and b) and suppressing convection

in the maritime continent. It is also shown (in Sect. 3.1) that
during the El Niño developing summer, an anomalous
cyclonic flow appears over the WNP, indicating that the
WNP monsoon is strengthened. The strong WNP monsoon
during El Niño developing period is also reported from
previous studies (Li et al. 2002, 2003, denoted here after by
L02; Wang et al. 2003). This cyclonic circulation is induced
by the SST warming in the tropical region, as a Gill-type
response (Gill 1980) to the central Pacific convective heat
source. Figure 4 shows clearly a strong cyclonic flow over
the WNP, west of the convective heat source. Therefore, the
WNP monsoon is observed to be stronger in the SP events.
It should also be noted here that the southern hemispheric
cyclonic circulation is weaker compared to its northern
counterpart, making it asymmetric response rather than
symmetric response to the heat source, possibly due to the
effect of the mean vertical easterly shear associated with
Monsoon flow (Wang and Xie 1996; Xie and Wang 1996).
How is the tropical Pacific variability linked to the IO
variability in the SP El Niño events? Since the positive air–
sea coupled process is active during boreal summer and
autumn seasons, the IO variability is easily amplified if any
external forcing is given to the IO. There are two possible
mechanisms by which the El Niño SST can kick off the IO
variability. Firstly, the sinking motion over the Maritime
continent (see Fig. 4a) can play a role in inducing the IO
variability. Because the sinking motion accompanies lowlevel divergence (Fig. 3b), there are anomalous surface
easterlies over the eastern IO. In the SP composite,
anomalous easterly is developed during boreal summer of
El Niño developing year. Once the easterly wind is
developed over the IO during summer time when the airsea coupling is strong, the IOD-like SST pattern and wind
anomalies are further developed, as suggested by previous
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studies (Saji et al. 1999; Webster et al. 1999). Figure 5a
shows the composite evolution of the zonal wind anomaly
area-averaged over east IO region (80–100°E, and 5°S-5°N).
It is clear that in the SP composite, the zonal wind anomaly
starts to develop from the early summer and then rapidly
intensifying (in contrast to the SU composite), indicating that
the local IO air-sea coupled process as well as the external
forcing are actively associated with El Niño. The zonal wind
anomaly reaches its maximum during October to November
and the anomalous easterlies decays rapidly there afterwards,
with the abrupt demise of the eastern IO cold SSTA, while
the Pacific SST is still developing.
Secondly, the El Niño SST can affect the IO variability
through the interaction between the WNP monsoon and
IOD. The strong WNP monsoon can trigger IOD variabil-

a

b

c

Fig. 5 a Composite time evolution (normalized index) of 925-hPa
zonal wind anomalies averaged over east IO (80–100E, 5S-5N) for the
period 1958–2000. In b, same as (a), but for meridional Wind over
east IO. In c, same as (a), but for zonal wind averaged over WP (130–
150E, 5S- 5N). The cross marks indicate that the difference between
SP and SU composites is significant at 90% confidence level
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ity. The effect of WNP monsoon on IOD was first pointed
out by L02. According to them, the enhanced WNP
convection can induce cross-equatorial southerlies in the
east IO by the Rossby wave response to the off-equatorial
heating. On the acceleration of southeasterlies over the
southeastern IO, Kajikawa et al. (2003) suggested that it is
closely linked to the meridionally asymmetric anomalous
convection between the South China/Philippine Sea and the
south of the maritime continent, during boreal summer.
According to them, these meridionally asymmetric convective anomalies during boreal summer are caused by an
anomalous Hadley cell over the WP (between maritime
continent and South China/Philippine Sea), which enhances
the southeast trade winds over the southeastern equatorial
IO. Recently, Huang and Shukla (2007) have shown more
evidences to this through coupled model experiments. They
found that in the absence of ENSO cycle, the IOD can still
be triggered by the fluctuation of the WNP monsoon
through this anomalous Hadley cell over the WP.
Figure 5b shows meridional wind anomalies (averaged
over the east IO region). During the El Niño developing
summer, there is a robust cross equatorial wind anomaly, in
contrast to the smaller zonal wind anomaly (see Fig. 5a,b).
Noted here that the magnitude of the meridional wind in the
SP composite is twice, compared to that in the SU
composite. These anomalous southeasterlies increase total
wind speed because the climatological wind is also southeasterlies. The increasing wind speed leads more latent heat
flux and induces anomalous SST cooling over the eastern
IO. Once cold SSTA is developed, these anomalies are
further enhanced by the local air-sea feedback as we
pointed out before. In the SU events, the SSTA is not so
much developed during the El Niño developing summer
season that it weakly affects the WNP monsoon. Hence it
hardly triggers the IO air-sea coupled feedback. Therefore,
the SU El Niño events have no significant variability over
the IO, as shown in Figs. 2 and 3.
We again examined the relationship between the WNP
monsoon and cross equatorial flow in the east IO by
regressing the WNP shear index (derived by following
definition of Wang and Fan 1999) on to the 925-hPa wind
(both for the JJA season) for the period 1958–2000 (Fig. 6).
It shows the stronger southerly flow along the coast of east
IO, indicating that the cross equatorial flow is much related
to the WNP monsoon activity. The correlation coefficient
over the east IO is more than 0.5 with 95% confidence
level.
We further analyzed the relationship of the east IO cross
equatorial flow with the IO SSTA for the SON period. We
found that the cross equatorial flow is strongly related with
the cold eastern IO SSTA (averaged over 80–110°E, 10°Sequator) with the correlation coefficient assuming values of
-0.60 (significant at more than 99% confidence level).
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Fig. 6 Regression (vector arrows) and correlation (shading, represented by the magnitude of wind) of 925-hPa wind with the WNP
shear index (derived by following definition of Wang and Fan 1999)

Similarly, the correlation coefficient between the cross
equatorial flow and the western IO SSTA (averaged over
55–70°E, 10°S-10°N) is found to be 0.54, which is
significant at more than 95% confidence level. Therefore,
the dipole mode index (DMI, as defined in Saji et al. 1999) is
also found to be strongly correlated (0.7, significant at more
than 99% confidence level) with the cross equatorial flow.
The processes shown in the SP events are to a large
extent, very similar to the developing mechanism of IOD,
for which the external ENSO forcing is necessary for
triggering the air–sea coupled feedback over IO (Allan et al.
2001; Lau and Nath 2004). Considering this aspect, we
examined the DMI for the two types of El Niño events. The
composite DMI is shown in Fig. 7a. It shows stronger
warm IOD events (as indicated by positive value of DMI,
of about 1.5 standard deviation) in the SP, during the
autumn season of the El Niño developing period. In
contrast to this, the SU events are marked with low value
of DMI during its developing period.
During the summer and autumn of the El Niño
developing year, the IO SST plays an active role by
inducing anomalous Walker circulation. However, during
the spring time of the El Niño decaying year, it seems that
the IO SSTA does not play an active role, in spite of the
warm SST anomaly over there. This is because there is
sinking motion over the IO, which itself can induce the
warm SST anomaly through excessive short-wave radiation.
This seasonal dependency of the IO feedback needs more
detailed work in the future.
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we will examine how this IO warming or the so-called IO
feedback affects the transition of the two events (Kug and
Kang 2006).
Figure 5c shows the 925-hPa zonal wind averaged over
the WP region (130–150°E, 5°S-5°N). The contrasting
evolution of anomalous easterlies in the two events is
shown in Fig. 5c, with the SP events, compared to the SU,
attaining larger magnitudes after the mature phase. Also, in
the SP events, there is a sudden transition of WP zonal
wind anomaly from positive in the developing autumn
period to negative in the mature phase. On the contrary, the
SU events are associated with a slow transition of WP zonal
wind anomaly. Interestingly, it is to be noted here that this
sudden reversal of the zonal wind from westerly to easterly
in the SP events is associated with the rapid transition of the
IOD type of warming to (see Fig. 7a and b) a uniform BW
mode in IO during D(0)JF(+1), when the Pacific ocean
SSTA does not change rapidly.
One may ask whether the anomalous WP zonal wind,
which leads a faster transition of the SP El Niño composite,
results from the IO feedback. Because the magnitude of the
SP El Niño events is larger than that of the SU El Niño

a

b

3.3 IO feedback and fast transition of El Niño
So far we showed the difference in evolution of two events
over the tropical Indian and Pacific domain and the factors
that cause IO warming in the two events. In this subsection,

Fig. 7 Composite (for SP and SU) time evolution (normalized index)
of a. DMI (by following the definition by Saji et al. 1999) and b basin
wide index (as defined by An 2004). The cross marks indicate that the
difference between SP and SU composites is significant at 90%
confidence level
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events, this may come from the Pacific SST itself. To check
this, we calculated the ratio of the different variables
between SP and SU composites during December–January,
when the El Niño amplitude is at peak. The ratio for
NINO3.4 SST is about 2.5. The ratio for the central-eastern
Pacific zonal wind anomalies (averaged over 170–240°E,
5°S-5°N, where anomalous westerlies dominate), is found
to be 2.7, which is comparable with that of NINO3.4,
indicating that the wind anomalies are directly induced by
the tropical SST forcing. However, the ratio for WP zonal
wind index is about 9.0. This indicates that with only SST
anomaly over central-eastern Pacific one can not fully
explain the WP wind variability. Also, this at least means
that the difference in magnitudes of two types of El Niño
events cannot fully explain the change in the WP winds.
So, this implies that the IO SSTA plays some crucial role in
developing the WP wind anomalies.
Recently, Annamalai et al. (2005), using atmospheric
GCM experiments, and Ohba and Ueda (2007), using airsea coupled GCM experiments, have shown that the IOD
warming does not have a significant impact on tropical
Pacific wind variability, while the BW can influence on the
tropical Pacific wind variability. According to Ohba and
Ueda (2007), the BW during boreal winter enhances the
surface easterlies over the equatorial WP, which induces an
advanced transition to the La Niña phase.
Fig. 8 Composites of ocean
temperature anomalies along
equator for SP (left) and SU
(right) type of events. Shading
represents the ocean temperature
with 90% confidence level
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b
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The role of IO SST warming in affecting the development of the anomalous easterlies in the WP has been well
studied by Kug and Kang (2006). They have done
atmospheric GCM experiments to reveal the influence of
IO SST on the WP wind anomaly by superposing
climatological SSTs on seasonally varying SST anomalies.
They conducted mainly three sensitivity experiments, by
imposing SST anomalies in the global, Pacific (30°S–30°N,
120°E–80°W) and IO (30°S–30°N, 40–120°E), respectively. From these experiments they found that the IO warming
is a more effective contributor to developing the anomalous
easterlies than the warming in the eastern Pacific. They
suggested the role of eastward expansion of anomalous
Walker circulations in modulating the WP wind variability.
Earlier, Misra (2004) noted that SST anomalies in the
western IO are the most effective in influencing the
convection over the WP, through their study based on
observations and AGCM. According to them, a positive
SST anomaly in SON(0) and DJF(+1) seasons over the
western IO, increase the contemporaneous positive OLR
anomalies over the WP ocean. Our results are also
consistent with their study.
Figure 8 shows the evolution of ocean temperature along
the equator in the two events. For the SP events, during the
development phase of the El Niño, the subsurface temperature is developed overwhelmingly in the eastern Pacific
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(Fig. 8 a,b). Simultaneously, cold temperature anomalies
start developing over the WP also, and a drastic change
occurs during the El Niño mature phase when this cold
temperature in the WP develops explosively (Fig. 8c). This
may be attributed to the abrupt establishment of anomalous
easterlies in the WP as shown earlier in Figs. 3d and 5c.
During the boreal summer of the following year (Fig. 8d), a
cold subsurface temperature has developed (see it is
statistically significant at 90% confidence level over the
central Pacific) over the whole Pacific Basin. This cold
subsurface temperature then propagates eastward along the
equator and forces the termination of El Niño. The easterlies
have further developed over the WP by the positive air–sea
coupled feedback (Bjerknes 1969). Once the cold SSTA
appear in the central and eastern Pacific, it is further
developed by the air–sea coupled process. However, for the
SU events, the cold subsurface temperature anomaly is
relatively weak in the WP (Fig. 8d), as the anomalous
easterly wind is feeble (Fig. 5c). Therefore, El Niño decays
slowly since its mature phase. Therefore, it is seen here that
the WP wind anomalies significantly affect the structure of
the ocean temperature (as shown in Fig. 8) over the whole
Pacific Basin. It is due to the reason that these wind
anomalies excite oceanic Kelvin waves, thus changing the
oceanic vertical structure (Kug and Kang 2006). It is also
seen that there are significant differences in the temperature
anomalies over the IO as well, implying the changes are not
only confined to the surface level. This indicates the role of
ocean dynamics in the process contributing to the east-west
dipole (Shinoda et al. 2004). In general, the significant
differences (between two types of events) in temperature
are not only confined to the Pacific region but also over IO,
which implies the IO-Pacific coupling. Moreover, the cold
WP temperature anomalies, which precede the occurrence
of the IOD and IO (BW) warming and the distinction of it
in the two types of events (Fig. 8b,c,d), is quite interesting.
This leads us to speculate that these WP temperature
anomalies could additionally contribute to the termination
of the ENSO.

4 Discussion and summary
It is known that the evolution of El Niño event differs
considerably depending on the timing of onset. So, we here
explore the relationship between the timing of El Niño
onset and the IO-El Niño coupling using observational data
(for the period 1958–2000). We examined here how this
coupling and its feedback leads to different aspects in the
subsequent evolution of the two events. We showed the
mechanism which generates this IO feedback and its
difference in the two contrasting events. Our result suggests
that in the SP composite, WNP monsoon plays a role in
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strengthening the cold SSTA in the east IO and this coupled
with local air-sea feedback gives a rise to IO feedback
during the El Niño developing summer and autumn. This
result is in confirmation with L02, Kajikawa et al. (2003)
and Huang and Shukla (2007). Also, in the case of the SP
events, there is a sudden transition of WP zonal wind
anomaly from positive in the developing autumn period to
negative in the mature phase of the El Niño. Further, it is
observed to be associated with the transition of the IOD to a
uniform BW mode in the IO. These anomalous easterlies
excite upwelling Kelvin waves, which rapidly propagate
eastward and lead to relatively faster transition of the SP
events. This is similar to the mechanism suggested by Kug
and Kang (2006). In the case of the SU events, the SSTA is
relatively weak during the El Niño developing summer
season that it fails to generate this IO feedback mechanism.
We checked the robustness of the proposed coupling
process in this study by conducting a similar analysis with
less-intense SP events (1965/66, 1972/73, and 1991/92).
The results still hold with relatively intense WNP monsoon
and the IO feedback. Also, the IO feedback and the
subsequent El Niño transition are more evident and stronger
than the SU composites, but slightly weaker compared to
the earlier SP composites.
We have done a similar study by analyzing the
horizontal distribution of SSTA composites for the SP and
SU type of events that occurred over the 100-year period
(1901–2000). The two-type events (for 1901–2000) are
again categorized based on the same definition as described
in Sect. 2. Based on this period, we obtained eight SP and
eight SU onset events. The composite evolution of both
types of events shows a similar type of evolution and
transition, with SP events showing faster transition, in
contrast to SU. Also, we observed that in contrast to the SU
events, the SP events have a strong tendency to accompany
IO warming during El Niño developing and mature phase
(figure not shown). This suggests that our results are quite
robust, regardless of the observational data period. We
repeated this analysis by removing decadal-interdecadal
variations (periods exceeding 8 years) from the original
SSTA data sets and obtained similar results (not shown).
Thus, the results seem still valid even without decadal
variability.
This study is an extension of the previous study done by
Kug and Kang (2006), who classified El Niño events into
two groups based on the IO warming. Their study revealed
that fast transition of El Niño events is related to the IO
feedback. However, they did not answer what dynamical
process controls the existence of the IO feedback in many
El Niño events. The present study shows that the timing of
the onset and WNP monsoon partly contributed to the
existence of the IO feedback. In fact, most SP onset events
are consistent with their “WISST” events (see Kug and
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Kang 2006), which is accompanied by the IO. This study
may have useful implication for ENSO prediction. A
number of El Niño prediction models cannot consider the
sudden transition of WP anomaly associated wind-IO
feedback, since they are developed based on the tropical
Pacific domain. So it means that they cannot correctly
predict a fast transition event such as an SP event. Also, by
monitoring the onset time of an ongoing El Niño event, it
can be used to predict the changes in tropical Pacific SST in
the El Niño evolution stage.
Generally, the predictive skills of the dynamical and
statistical model are degraded for El Niño onset period.
Hence, the El Niño onset is a challenging problem of
ENSO prediction. In the same line, it is unclear what
dynamical processes determine the timing of onset, though
the sequential evolution of El Niño events highly depends
on their onset timing, as the present study reveals. Recently,
Kug et al. (2008) found that the activity of fast atmospheric
variability over the WP can be used as a precursor for El
Niño onset. Their results suggest that stronger activities for
the atmospheric noise are observed over the WP about 7–10
months prior to the mature stage of El Niño. In fact, our
further analysis with the two events shows stronger
(weaker) atmospheric noise activity over the WP in the
initial period of onset of SP (SU) events (not shown here).
This implies the interaction with the stochastic atmospheric
noise is a crucial factor in determining the onset timing.
However, further work should be done in this direction.
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