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Climate change research often focuses on trends in the mean and variance. However, analyses of paleoclimatic
and contemporary dynamics reveal that climate memory – as measured for instance by temporal autocorrelation
- may also change substantially over time. We show that elevated temporal autocorrelation in climatic variables
should be expected to increase the chance of critical transitions in climate-sensitive systems with tipping points.
We demonstrate that this prediction is consistent with evidence from forests and coral reefs. In both examples, the
duration of anomalous dry or warm events elevates chances of invoking a critical transition. Understanding effects
of climate variability thus requires research not only on variance, but also on climate memory.


