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Abstract Lightning is a critical climate variable, due to both its significance as a metric of atmospheric
thresholding and its significance as a natural hazard. While lightning density is often studied as a marker of local
convective dynamics, it is also a player in the larger coupled systems linking the local atmospheric column, the
land surface, and dynamic moisture advection. Aiming to bridge the land‐atmosphere gap in lightning studies,
the research investigates the interplay between soil moisture (SM), convective available potential energy
(CAPE), precipitation, wind shear, atmospheric moisture, and lighting density. Employing spatial correlations
(r) and year‐over‐year change analyses, satellite (SMAP) and reanalysis (ERA5 and NARR) data from 2016 to
2021 show the seasonal and interannual co‐evolution of lightning and its land‐atmosphere covariates. Across the
continental United States (CONUS), CAPE was identified as the most effective proxy for lightning density,
particularly in summer (r = 0.80). Notably, the southeastern U.S. displayed a significant connection between
SM and lightning (r = 0.60), representing the role of thunderstorms in seasonal land surface moisture as well as
feedbacks from the land surface to convective processes upstream of lightning. In contrast, the arid
southwestern U.S., another region of high thunderstorm occurrence, exhibited reduced correlations with SM
(r = 0.12), likely due to both the reduced persistence of moisture anomalies in arid regions and the relatively
weaker land surface feedbacks compared to the influence of advection by the North American monsoon. The
coupling of SM was most pronounced in the southeastern U.S. during the summer months (JJA), while no clear
pattern was identifiable elsewhere within CONUS. Wavelet analyses suggest seasonal changes in the lead‐lag
behavior of SM and lightning density, with SM commonly leading in the Southeast in JJA. Year‐to‐year change
analysis during JJA revealed aligning trends, reinforcing the relationship between summertime SM and
lightning. This study provides a baseline reference for coupled land and atmosphere feedbacks between
terrestrial lightning, its precursors, and its effects.

1. Introduction
Lightning is one of Earth's most intense natural phenomena. The electrical discharges that occur during thun-
derstorms cause thousands of deaths each year and substantial damage to infrastructure (GCOS, 2023). Lightning
is not only a valuable indicator for tracking and understanding trends in climate variability and change based on
thunderstorm activity, but it also has a direct link to convection (Brisson et al., 2021; R. Zhang et al., 2017). Due to
its ability to produce nitrogen oxides, lightning has a direct impact on the global climate (Aich et al., 2018;
GCOS, 2023; Price, 2013). Consequently, lightning was introduced by The Global Climate Observing System as
a new essential climate variable in 2018 (Aich et al., 2018). Thunderstorms typically require three primary in-
gredients, with a fourth ingredient determining their severity. The main three are moisture, instability, and lifting
(Doswell et al., 1996; McNulty, 1985; NOAA, 2023), while vertical wind shear enables thunderstorms to organize
and become more severe (Kaltenböck et al., 2009; Williams, 2017).

Williams (2017) states that terrestrial moisture sources like water bodies and soils are crucial for thunderstorm
development as they add necessary moisture to the atmosphere. Atmospheric instability, quantified as positive
CAPE, plays a key role in thunderstorm initiation and is closely connected to the available water and heat in the
atmosphere, due to the effects of latent heat release and turbulent surface heating of the atmospheric boundary
layer (Doswell et al., 1996; Emanuel, 2023; McNulty, 1985; Williams, 2017). Instability in the lower atmosphere,
represented by positive CAPE, promotes upward air motion, deep convection, and the development of thun-
derstorms (Westermayer et al., 2017; Williams, 2017).
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The initiation of thunderstorms requires upward motion, triggered by various mechanisms (Doswell et al., 1996;
NOAA, 2023; Williams, 2017). Fronts, such as cold fronts, warm fronts, dry lines, and outflow boundaries, create
lift by separating air masses with differences in density. Differential heating, exemplified by phenomena like sea
breeze convergence, also contributes to thunderstorm development by generating lift along boundaries between
turbulent flux regimes, such as water to land, soil moisture gradients, and land cover transitions. Other triggering
mechanisms include orographic lifting and moisture advection (Doswell et al., 1996; NOAA, 2023).

Vertical wind shear (VWS), the fourth factor influencing thunderstorm severity, involves an increase in wind
speeds with altitude. VWS causes thunderstorms to tilt, separating updrafts and downdrafts, with high VWS
extending a storm's duration. Thunderstorms in low VWS conditions are brief and termed “air mass” or “pop‐up
storms,” while those in high VWS environments are more severe, potentially producing hail and organizing into
mesoscale convective systems. Strong directional shear can lead to supercells, characterized by rotating meso-
cyclones, capable of persisting for up to 12 hr (Kaltenböck et al., 2009; Williams, 2017). Past research on
lightning and its covariates has primarily centered around CAPE, highlighting its significant role in determining
convection triggering and influencing lightning density (Dewan et al., 2017; Westermayer et al., 2017). Romps
et al. (2018) found that the product of CAPE and precipitation is a reliable proxy for estimating lightning activity,
both at the regional level in the contiguous United States (CONUS) and globally over land. However, this
relationship does not hold over the ocean. Tippett et al. (2019) confirmed the utility of the product of CAPE and
precipitation but noted that it performs better on shorter time scales, such as daily or monthly periods, and is less
effective during the warm season when lightning is more common. CAPE is broadly considered to be upstream of
convection events and generally causal, as convection tends to use and dissipate CAPE.

While previous studies have predominantly used CAPE as the dominant continental lightning covariate, the field
of land‐atmosphere coupling demonstrates that there are many other complex interactions between convection
cycle and the water and energy cycles at the land‐air interface (Betts, 2009; Guo et al., 2006; Lintner et al., 2013; J.
Zhang et al., 2008). One crucial variable is SM, playing a pivotal role in the lower atmosphere's moisture content
and influencing instability and CAPE (Klein & Taylor, 2020; L. Zhang et al., 2023). Soil moisture contributes to
total column water vapor (TWV) through latent heat fluxes, which then feeds back on CAPE generation, at-
mospheric stability, and the land surface energy balance.

This study aims to bridge the land‐atmosphere gap by focusing on these variables in relation to CAPE and
examining how the coupled land‐atmosphere states drive and respond to lightning density. Hereby, the study
focuses on CAPE, SM, TWV, and VWS, as these variables physically govern key aspects of convective storm
development, including instability, moisture supply, and storm organization (all abbreviations can be found again
in Table A1). The analyses will be conducted at monthly and seasonal temporal resolutions within CONUS using
spatial correlations to understand linear relationships, and exploratory methods such as masked correlations and
scatterplots to qualitatively assess potential non‐linear dependence structures between variables from 2016 to
2021. More specifically, CONUS provides an ideal setting to compare regional variations in the relationship
between lightning and these variables. Lastly, the study intends to assess the effects of year‐over‐year changes
among these variables.

2. Data Base and Study Area
The study is performed for the contiguous United States using multiple atmospheric data sets (Table 1). In the
following a description of the selected atmospheric data sets, the analyzed variables and study domain is given.

2.1. Data Sets and Variables

The lightning information is taken from the World Wide Lightning Location Network (WWLLN), which is a
global lightning detection system designed to provide real‐time lightning strike data across the world (Kaplan &
Lau, 2021). It was initiated by the University of Washington in 2004 and currently consists of around 70 lightning
detection stations, with a concentration in the Continental United States (CONUS). Ground‐based remote sensing
of lightning, such as WWLLN, primarily relies on the microwave range (3–30 kHz) for lightning detection, with
very low frequency (VLF) and low frequency (LF) signals being key for cloud to ground strokes. WWLLN uses
the “time‐of‐arrival” principle, which requires lightning stroke detection by at least five surrounding sensors for
efficient geolocation. The National Lightning Detection Network (NLDN), a competitor on a national level, has a
higher detection efficiency for both cloud‐to‐ground and inter/intra‐cloud strokes, but imposes critical limitations
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on data requests for research (Kaplan & Lau, 2021). The WWLLN facilitates spatial pattern analysis of lightning
events globally, although it detects only a subset of all lightning strokes. Compared to regional networks,
detection efficiency of WWLLN is lower but relatively consistent for spatial climatology purposes. For example,
the WGLC captures about 15% of the lightning density observed by the Alaska Lightning Detection Network
(Kaplan & Lau, 2021) and about 40% of the lightning density measured by the NLDN during peak lightning
seasons over the continental United States (Kaplan & Lau, 2021). However, WGLC often detects greater
lightning density than NLDN during the off‐peak months, suggesting complementary detection characteristics.
Importantly, the WGLC primarily detects high‐energy strokes, whereas lower‐energy strokes are more likely to
be missed, as shown by median stroke power comparisons (Kaplan & Lau, 2021). Although regional differences
exist, the relative spatial and seasonal patterns of lightning are preserved across data sets, and no consistent spatial
bias was observed year‐to‐year. Therefore, while uncertainties in absolute lightning counts are acknowledged,
WGLC remains appropriate for analyzing large‐scale spatial and seasonal variability in lightning density, which
is the focus of this study (Kang et al., 2022; Kaplan & Lau, 2021; Mezuman et al., 2014). For this study, WWLLN
was chosen over NLDN due to its accessibility for research purposes. WWLLN data was preprocessed to create
gridded lightning density maps for analysis. The data set is available at different temporal resolutions and covers
the period from 2010 to 2021 and is denoted as the WWLLN Global Lightning Climatology (WGLC, Kaplan &
Lau, 2021). The Soil Moisture Active Passive (SMAP) satellite, launched in January 2015, operates in a near‐
polar and sun‐synchronous orbit at an altitude of 685 km. Equipped with a radiometer and (now inoperative)
radar, the mission aims to retrieve global soil moisture data. The radiometer captures Earth's natural emission at
L‐band, allowing for precise measurements of soil moisture with a spatial resolution of 36 km (O’Neill
et al., 2021b). SMAP's advanced acquisition system provides a revisit time of 2–3 days globally (O’Neill
et al., 2021b). The SMAP Level 3 Radiometer Soil Moisture Version 8 data set (SPL3SMP) used in this study
offers daily temporal resolution for CONUS and a spatial resolution of 36 km (Entekhabi et al., 2014). Utilizing
the L‐band for soil moisture estimation, SMAP's radiometer penetrates through vegetation effectively and
measures microwaves originating from the upper portion of the soil column (Feldman et al., 2023). This study
uses Level‐3 data calculated by the Dual Channel Algorithm, which has accuracy improvements over older
versions, particularly in agricultural areas (O’Neill et al., 2021b).

The analysis relies on the CAPE and total column water vapor (TWV) from ERA5 reanalysis data sets (Hersbach
et al., 2023). ERA5, a global reanalysis data set from the European Center for Medium‐Range Weather Forecasts
(ECMWF), has a spatial resolution of 0.25° and temporal resolutions ranging from hourly to monthly since 1950.
It integrates various observational sources, including weather stations, satellites, and balloons, utilizing the IFS
(Integrated Forecast System) numerical model and data assimilation to adjust initial conditions for consistency
with observational data (Hersbach et al., 2020). Since VWS is not directly provided by ERA5, this variable was
sourced from the North American Regional Reanalysis (NARR) (Mesinger et al., 2006). NARR, gridded at 0.25°
and available at 3‐hr, daily, and monthly intervals, differs from ERA5 by employing the NCEP Eta Model with 45
layers. Similar to ERA5, NARR combines model outputs with the National Centers for Environmental Prediction
(NCEP) Regional Data Assimilation System (RDAS) to produce accurate reanalysis data sets (Mesinger
et al., 2006). There are trade‐offs in using atmospheric variables from different reanalysis products. CAPE and
TWV are expected to exhibit lower covariance with VWS because they originate from different underlying
models, potentially reducing the signal‐to‐noise ratio in analyses. However, using independent reanalysis ensures

Table 1
List of Selected Data Sets Together With Their Original Spatial and Temporal Resolution, Period of Availability, and Type (LD = Lightning Density, SM = Soil
Moisture, VWS = Vertical Wind Shear, CAPE = Convective Available Potential Energy, TWV = Total Column Water Vapor, P = Precipitation, SPEI = Standardized
Precipitation Evaporation Index, NLCD = National Land Cover Database)

Data sets Variable(s) Type Spatial resolution Temporal resolution Period Reference

WWLLN/WGLC LD Ground‐ based 0.5° Daily 2010–2021 Kaplan and Lau (2021)

SPL3SMP SM Satellite 36 km Daily 03/2015‐present O’Neill et al. (2021a)

NARR VWS Reanalysis 0.25° 6‐hourly 1980‐present Mesinger et al. (2006)

ERA5 CAPE, TWV, P Reanalysis 0.25° 6‐hourly 1940‐present Hersbach et al. (2020)

SPEI SPEI Model 0.5° 1‐month 1901‐ present SPEI (2023)

NLCD Land cover Satellite 30 m 3 years 2001‐ present Dewitz and USGS (2021)
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that any observed relationships between VWS and either CAPE or TWV are likely rooted in actual observations
rather than shared model structures. Although this methodological choice enhances robustness against common
modeling biases, it introduces risks of inconsistent dynamics among atmospheric variables, especially where
those variables are closely coupled through model physics. Given computational limitations and restricted data
access, this study could not perform a comprehensive subdomain sensitivity analysis comparing CAPE and VWS
derived from ERA5 and NARR. Future research utilizing harmonized reanalysis products could more precisely
attribute observed atmospheric patterns.

Furthermore, to interpret drought and precipitation patterns within CONUS, the Standardized Precipitation‐
Evapotranspiration Index (SPEI) product was obtained (SPEI, 2023). This product, derived from monthly pre-
cipitation and potential evapotranspiration data, provides information on drought conditions across timescales
ranging from 1 to 48 months.

Additionally, land cover data from the National Land Cover Database (NLCD), a source offering landcover data
across the CONUS at a 30 m resolution with 16 classes, was acquired (Dewitz and USGS, 2021).

2.2. Study Area

The study focuses on CONUS due to its diverse climate zones offering a platform to examine land‐atmosphere
interactions through the lens of lightning density. It also features a variety of thunderstorm lifting mechanisms
(Doswell et al., 1996; NOAA, 2023), beneficial for investigations of how soil and atmospheric conditions and
dynamics influence lightning. As identified by the National Centers for Environmental Information (NCEI)
through comprehensive climate analysis (Koss & Karl, 1984), CONUS can be divided into nine distinct climate
regions (Figure 1). While being used by the NCEI for climate anomaly analysis, the climate regions have also
found use in many recent studies (Kunkel et al., 2020; Molina & Allen, 2020; Tippett et al., 2019). Due to their
relative climatic consistency, these regions provide valuable opportunities to subdivide CONUS into separate
regions for a more detailed examination of the studied variables and lightning density. Additionally, CONUS‐
based analyses benefit from extensive open data resources, including reliable reanalysis data and high‐quality
lightning detection networks as described in Section 2.1.

Figure 1. Contiguous United States climate regions after Koss and Karl (1984). Colors show lightning climatology from 2016 to 2021.
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3. Methods
The study was conducted fromMarch 2015 (start of SMAP mission) to December 2021, aligning with the current
end of the WGLC data set and runs at monthly temporal resolution serving as a baseline for temporal analyses.
WGLC provides data at 0.5° spatial resolution. This is adopted as the standard for reprojecting the other data sets.

ERA5 data was obtained at 2 a.m., 8 a.m., 2 p.m., and 8 p.m., averaged for each day, and further aggregated to
monthly averages. Similarly, WGLC and NARR daily data were aggregated to match these periods.

The study considered 360 days for each year, concluding on December 25th or 26th, depending on leap years. The
calculation of monthly averages for all variables, including the WGLC, CAPE, TWV, SM, and VWS, was
straightforward by using all available days of each month, except December where only 25 or 26 days were used.

Seasonal averages were computed for the different target variables of the study defining seasons as March, April,
andMay (MAM) for spring; June, July, and August (JJA) for summer; September, October, and November (SON)
for autumn; and December, January, and February (DJF) for winter.

3.1. Thunderdays and Lightning Density

Throughout the analyses, we refer to “lightning density” (LD) as the number of lightning strokes per area per time.
We decompose LD to calculate an additional variable, “thunderdays” (TD), quantifying the frequency of thun-
derstorms for each grid cell. TD is reported at the pixel scale in days with detected lightning per time window.
Pixels with LD greater than zero were marked as valid thunderdays, while those equal to zero indicated no storms
in that region for the day. This classification was applied to all raster cells of the daily grids and then aggregated to
generate monthly patterns illustrating the number of days with thunderstorms per month. The results, depicted in
Figure 2b for July 2016, underscored a significant distinction between LD (total lightning) and TD (frequency),
emphasizing TD as an additional variable for exploring the relationship between coupled lightning interactions.

To additionally define an “intensity” metric, LD was normalized by thunderdays to compute the “weighted
lightning density” LDw:

LDw =∑
n

i=1

LDi

TDi
, (1)

where n represents the total number of grid cells within the raster, i the specific grid cell. LDw is thus the mean
lightning density for only those days with thunderstorms.

In contrast, LD represents the daily average (strokes/km2/day) calculated over the entire month or season using all
available days.

Figure 2. A comparison between the (total) lightning density LDs (a), (frequency) thunderdays TD (b), and weighted lightning density LDw (c) in July 2016 over
CONUS. The red symbols serve to illustrate the calculation of Equation 1.
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Figure 2c illustrates the weighted lightning density, LDw. It is evident that the normalization of LDw significantly
reduces the values around the Florida peninsula, the Gulf of Mexico coast, and the regions east of the Rocky
Mountains. Conversely, regions in theMidwest are enhanced in accordance with high LD and low TD. Areas with
more thunderstorms will have higher TD. Those with more intense storms will have higher LDw. Each of the three
lightning variables (LD, TD, LDw) may have different relationships and feedbacks with other coupled state
variables.

3.2. Statistical Methods

In this research, a variety of statistical methods were utilized to examine the dependence structure between
variables. Spatial correlations were computed as the primary method to assess spatial relationships between the
variables, with the widely used Pearson correlation coefficient (r). Monthly or seasonal time series of each
variable were utilized for analysis. For all pixels within a region, monthly or seasonal time‐series of correlation

coefficients were computed. For example, r(LD2018 − 07
Southeast

,SM2018 − 07
Southeast

) is the spatial correlation across all

pixels in the Southeast region between monthly LD and SM for July 2018. High values indicate strongly linear
relationships between LD (e.g., Figure 2a) and monthly‐averaged SM across pixels for that month. The time‐
series of monthly correlation coefficients for that region and pair of variables shows the variability of the rela-
tionship in time (Figure 3). To explore potentially non‐linear interactions, correlations were also calculated using
only the most extreme values of some variables (LD, TD, and SM these correlations are calculated only when a
selected variable is above its 90th percentile). Masking by the upper decile of that is, TD, highlights locations with
the most frequent thunderstorms on a monthly and seasonal basis. Time series and scatterplots were employed to
visualize the results, and non‐linear regression analysis was applied for a more detailed exploration of nonlinear
patterns.

A year‐over‐year change ∆x (for monthly and seasonal averages) was calculated to study changes in LDw, LD,
TD, and SM. ∆x is retrieved by:

∆x = xt − xt− 1, (2)

Figure 3. Spatial correlations between LD and each of SM, VWS, CAPE, and TWV for the Southeast climate region (Figure 1) based on monthly averages.
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where xt is the value of the current year and xt− 1 is the value for the previous year for the chosen variable.

Further analyses of∆LD,∆LDw, and∆TDwere conducted by creating masks of∆SMwith positive and negative
∆SM, providing a detailed examination of how changes in lightning density and thunderstorm occurrence are
related to interannual variations in soil moisture. Wavelet Coherence Analysis (WCA) was conducted to examine
the dependency between lightning activity and soil moisture over a shorter temporal scale. WCA helps in studying
lightning and soil moisture by revealing how their relationship changes over time and across different frequencies
(Rahmati et al., 2020; Si, 2008). By identifying the time lags, specifically 1–15 days, WCA can show whether
lightning activity changes typically precede soil moisture or follow it. This insight is crucial for understanding the
dynamic interaction between soil moisture and lightning in greater detail.

4. Results
In the upcoming sections, the results will be presented and discussed. This includes a comprehensive analysis of
the relationship between LD (and LDw), SM, and instability related variables within the CONUS climate regions
(Section 3.1.). In Section 3.2. Year‐over‐year changes of SM will be compared to the changes of LD and LDw.

4.1. The Relationships Between Soil Moisture and Lightning Density Within CONUS

Thorough examinations were carried out across all climate regions (Figure 1), indicating that CAPE consistently
displayed the strongest spatial correlations with lightning density in each region, closely trailed by TWV. The
peak correlation coefficient between CAPE and LD averaged around r = 0.8 in each region, with the highest
relationship being observed in the Southeast region, nearing r = 0.9 specifically during the summer months
(Figure 3). This is interpreted spatially—those pixels with the highest lightning density also had the highest
concurrent CAPE. TWV also shows a similarly strong relationship, with a notable peak correlation of 0.78 be-
tween LD and TWV in the Southeast.

Significant seasonal variability was observed for r(CAPE, LD) and r(TWV, LD) across both the study period and
regions spanning from 2016 to 2021. This variability is depicted in Figure 3 for Southeast CONUS. Seasonal
patterns strongly impact this variability, with a notable surge in thunderstorm activity during summer. LD de-
clines in winter, due to lower winter temperatures, humidity, TWV, and CAPE, all of which diminish the potential
for convective thunderstorms (Chen et al., 2020).

The Southeast region displays a strong correlation between LD and SM, while a noteworthy relationship with SM
was not found in any other climate regions under investigation. In the JJA period, the association with SM ranges
from r= 0.5 to 0.6. There are two reinforcing relationships at play here. (a) Most directly, thunderstorms are more
common in the summer months, and so a larger fraction of SM variability is due to thunderstorm precipitation in
those months, hence larger spatial correlations. (b) In the opposite causal direction, soil moisture is a source of
water for the atmosphere, and is the primary control on sensible/latent heat partitioning over land (Short Gianotti
et al., 2019), though oceans and lakes contribute significantly as well (Williams, 2017). This leads to build up of
CAPE as water and heat are transferred from the soil to the lower atmosphere (L. Zhang et al., 2023), reinforcing
convective activity. It is methodologically noteworthy that simple multivariate correlation analyses cannot distill
the direct effect of SM on LD (or any coupled variables) without careful controls for exogenous variables and
auto‐correlation (Salvucci et al., 2002; Tuttle & Salvucci, 2017).

CAPE and SM demonstrate a higher correlation (r = 0.79) than SM‐LD, highlighting the intermediary role the
atmosphere plays in land‐interactions with lightning. This could be due to (a) a more continuous, linear rela-
tionship between SM and CAPE, relative to the zero‐inflated lightning data; (b) a physical role of SM upstream of
lightning which is stronger than the proxy relationship between SM and LD via convective precipitation; or (c) a
closer time‐scale alignment between the auto‐regressive (red‐noise) soil moisture and CAPE processes on daily
time‐scales versus the thresholded LD process (Salvucci et al., 2002; L. Zhang et al., 2023).

The CAPE‐LD (occurrence) correlations are generally stronger than the CAPE‐LDw (lightning intensity)
correlations—by around 20% in the peak summer months, and more moving into the shoulder seasons. This is
expected from both causal pathways above. Lightning occurrence is a strong proxy for convective precipitation
and subsequent soil wetting. Additionally, previous studies tie instability and convective initiation—and hence
lightning occurrence frequency (LD)—to CAPE and surface‐layer variables, and tie storm intensity (LDw) to
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TWV (Chakraborty et al., 2021; Prein et al., 2017; T. Zhang et al., 2021). SM‐LDw correlations are very similar to
SM‐LD correlations (lowered by ∼2%). Overall, summer months exhibit the highest correlations, due to higher
lightning occurrence yielding higher statistical signal‐to‐noise ratios.

Because of the zero‐inflated nature of LD and LDw correlations are highest where frequency (TD) is highest.
Because of this, statistical relationships have the highest power in the Southeast region. To investigate possible
land‐cover factors effecting lightning, data from NLCD was used to map discrete land‐cover classes. The original
16 land‐cover classes were reclassified, concentrating on four primary categories: urban, agricultural land, forest,
and wetlands for examination. In the Southeast, wetlands are notably widespread and are unique in their near‐
constant moisture supply, low continentality, and ocean‐like Bowen ratios. Across space, within regions cate-
gorized as wetland, the mean moisture supply (as represented by SM) was positively correlated with lightning
intensity: r(SM, LDw) values range from 0.49 to 0.77 for individual years. While there are confounding
geographical covariates, such as distance to ocean and associated weather systems, this is a notable outlier to the
rule‐of‐thumb that continental convection tends to organize and intensify over the relatively drier areas near water
sources rather than over the water sources themselves (Klein & Taylor, 2020; Taylor et al., 2011).

In agricultural areas, the spatial SM‐LDw correlation fluctuates from r = 0.4 to 0.53, with an average r = 0.47
from 2016 to 2020. Forested regions show the least covariation between mean soil moisture and lightning in-
tensity with values r(SM, LDw) ranging from r = 0.18 to 0.45 (r = 0.27). This implies diverging land‐atmosphere
relationships for lightning storm intensity across landscapes. To fully investigate the reasons for these differences
would require careful separation of mechanisms, timescales, spurious statistical artifacts, and physical feedbacks
(Salvucci et al., 2002), but could shed light on the interactions between long‐term convection climatology and
short‐term land‐atmosphere feedbacks. Future work could more systematically investigate the influence of land
cover type and interannual variability on SM–LD relationships by combining longer time series with physically
based modeling approaches.

Outside of the Southeast region, land‐cover patterns were masked by low correlation signals due to low frequency
(TD). To control for the role of frequency in the analyses, we subsetted our data to select only those pixels with the
highest frequency of thunderdays. Figure 4 illustrates the 90th percentile of thunderday occurrences over a 5‐year
period in the summer months. Notably, there are consistent spatial patterns during this period, with two main pixel
clusters exhibiting high thunderday density.

Figure 4. 90th percentile of thunderdays (TD) in CONUS in summer (JJA) from 2016 to 2020 showing two distinct pixel clusters, each with high TD occurrence. Cluster
1—blue box, along the Gulf Coast—is persistently humid, with high SM, TWS, and CAPE year‐round. Cluster 2—red box, centered on the Southern Rockies—is less
humid, except when under the influence of the summertime North American Monsoon.
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Cluster 1 (pixels in the blue box in Figure 4) lies along the Gulf Coast and north as far as South Carolina, primarily
in the Southeast climate region (see Figure 1). Cluster 2 (pixels in the red box in Figure 4) is centered on the
Southern Rockies, particularly on the New Mexico‐Colorado border, encompassing most of the “Southwest”
climate region (Figure 1). Rather than using the strict spatial definition, these groupings of particularly active
pixels allow us to reduce statistical artifacts that can be caused by high variability in TD within a geographic
region.

For pixels in Cluster 1, water supply from the surface is typically high, due to both proximity to the Gulf of
Mexico and high soil water contents. The Gulf of Mexico is the dominant source of atmospheric water in the
eastern CONUS, and so TWS is high here as well. While there is significant advection of water to the north across
Cluster 1, the water supply is relatively local here, with CAPE typically increasing over days‐to‐weeks after
precipitation events as the surface warms and moistens the atmosphere (L. Zhang et al., 2023). LD values are quite
high, often averaging more than 1 stroke/km2 daily throughout the summer.

All of LD, SM, TWS, and CAPE are highly correlated spatially across Cluster 1 pixels (Figure 5). Observed
interannual variability in these relationships is small compared to the spatial patterns; pixels with high LD tend to
also exhibit high SM, high VWC, and high CAPE. These highest LD pixels tend to be in Florida, with decreasing
activity to the northwest, but the spatial pattern varies somewhat year‐to‐year, suggesting that some of the
covariance between these variables may indeed be related to causal pathways beyond the patterns of spatial

Figure 5. Cluster 1—the Gulf Coast. Cluster 1 JJA lightning density (LD) relationships with covariates, using only those locations with the highest number of
thunderdays (occurrence frequency in upper decile, spatially) (a) with CAPE, (b) with SM, (c) with TWV and (d) with VWS, respectively. Each point represents one
pixel's JJA value of each variable. Colors represent years. LD data points beyond three times the standard deviation are clipped for clarity. A regression function is added
for better illustration of the dependence between the variables.
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climatology. Vertical wind shear shows clear interannual variability
(Figure 5), but this does not appear to lead to major changes in seasonal LD. If
anything, the spatial patterns suggest lower average VWS in high LD pixels.
This implies that VWS is rarely the bottleneck ingredient for LD in Cluster 1,
at least on seasonally‐averaged scales. VWS shows a modest negative cor-
relation with LD in the Southeast region when examined on monthly scales
(Figure 3), but this relationship weakens when data are aggregated seasonally
for Cluster 1 (r = − 0.16, Table 2). This behavior is consistent with the
dominance of air‐mass thunderstorms in humid, low‐shear environments,
where local soil moisture and boundary layer instability govern storm
development (Baker et al., 2001). Seasonal averaging obscures these finer
temporal variations, reducing the apparent strength of the inverse VWS‐LD
relationship. In contrast, Cluster 2, no meaningful correlation between
VWS and LD is observed (r = 0.03), likely reflecting the stronger role of
monsoonal influences on convection.

For the pixels in Cluster 2, the mean across‐space r(LD, CAPE) from 2016 to 2021 is 0.33, whereas for Cluster 1,
it is notably higher at 0.80 (Figures 5 and 6 and Table 2). A similarly strong contrast is evident for soil moisture,
with Cluster 1 showing an r(LD, SM) of 0.60, while Cluster 2 exhibits a much lower value of r(LD, SM) = 0.12.

Table 2
Pearson's Correlations (r) Between Lightning Density and Studied Variables
During JJA for the Cluster 1 (CL1) and Cluster 2 (CL2) Area, Respectively

Variable CAPE SM TWV VWS

Year CL1 CL2 CL1 CL2 CL1 CL2 CL1 CL2

2016 0.73 0.22 0.66 0.17 0.70 0.08 0.18 − 0.07

2017 0.77 0.45 0.50 0.04 0.67 0.36 − 0.16 − 0.28

2018 0.83 0.15 0.65 0.17 0.80 0.13 − 0.54 0.05

2019 0.86 0.40 0.64 0.16 0.85 0.40 − 0.80 0.52

2020 0.82 0.44 0.57 0.07 0.72 0.24 0.50 − 0.06

average r (r) 0.80 0.33 0.60 0.12 0.75 0.24 − 0.16 0.03

Figure 6. Cluster 2—the Southern Rockies.: Cluster 2 JJA lightning density (LD) relationships with covariates, using only those locations with the highest number of
thunderdays (occurrence frequency in upper decile, spatially), as in Figure 5, (a) with CAPE, (b) with SM, (c) with TWV and (d) with VWS, respectively. Each point
represents one pixel's JJA value of each variable.
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Again, this likely implies that either: (a) local surface water supply rarely limits convective triggering in the wet,
coastal areas of Cluster 1, but does in the more arid Cluster 2; or (b) lightning and associated precipitation are
more prevalent in Cluster 1, leading to more uniformly wet soils, while Cluster 2 shows higher spatial variability
in storm occurrence at monthly time‐scale.

In addition to differences in soil moisture dynamics, the role of topography may also influence lightning density
patterns in the southwestern United States. Cluster 2, centered at the Southern Rockies, is characterized by
complex terrain. Frequent orographic lifting could act as a trigger for convection independent of surface soil
moisture conditions. This terrain complexity, combined with large‐scale moisture advection, may contribute to
the observed weaker spatial correlations between soil moisture and lightning density in this region compared to
the Southeast.

Figure 6 shows the same across‐space relationships as Figure 5, but for the pixels in Cluster 2. Note that both TD
and LD are generally lower in Cluster 2 by roughly a factor of two (Figures 4–6). Similarly, SM, TWV, and CAPE
are typically lower in Cluster 2 by a factor of two or more.

In contrast to TD, the intensity metrics, LDw and LD, do not show strong regional patterns. For the 90th percentile
of LDw, the peak activity was found in the Midwest, but with considerable variability, and with Florida displaying
lower typical intensity values. Locations with LD above the 90th percentile spatially, are primarily in the Mid-
west, Upper Midwest, and Florida. The results in Figures 5 and 6 using LDw in place of LD are similar and are
shown in Appendix A (Figures A1 and A2). To further assess the robustness of the soil moisture and CAPE
relationships with lightning activity, Wilcoxon rank‐sum tests comparing lightning densities under high and low
soil moisture and CAPE conditions across multiple years (2016–2020) for Cluster 1 and Cluster 2 were performed
(Figure A3). In Cluster 1, both soil moisture and CAPE showed highly significant differences in lightning
densities, with p‐values consistently below 2 × 10− 16. TWV also exhibited significant relationships, though
slightly weaker than CAPE but stronger than soil moisture. In contrast, in Cluster 2, the significance of soil
moisture was much lower (p‐values ranging from 0.008 to 0.06 across years), while CAPE remained statistically
significant (p < 0.005).

Figure 7 shows time lags between LD and precipitation and between LD and soil moisture using a wavelet
coherence analysis (WCA). The input data are at daily scale, with soil moisture snapshot retrievals at 6 a.m. local
time, and daily aggregated precipitation and LD variables (midnight‐to‐midnight) assigned a time noon. The
WCA determines the dominant temporal regressive lag of each timeseries pair within a window from 0 to 15 days
in either direction for each point in time. Analyses are conducted using spatially‐averaged daily values of each
variable over the Florida peninsula to create a single wavelet timeseries. These time series are then smoothed
using 60‐day, centered, moving‐window average smoother.

Throughout the results and discussion, “leading” refers strictly to temporal precedence between variables based
on observational time lags and should not be interpreted as implying a causal relationship. Both lead‐lag time
series display a seasonal climatology, with different signs seasonally and an amplitude of one‐half day, with the
two time series generally out of phase. LD typically leads precipitation by a fraction of a day from June to January,
and precipitation leads LD from January to June. The opposite is true for SM: SM generally leads lightning by a
fraction of a day in the summer and fall, and lags in the winter and spring. This implies that a typical progression
of soil moisture anomalies is associated with subsequent lightning anomalies, which in turn lead to precipitation
anomalies.

4.2. Yearly Changes in Paired Soil Moisture and Lightning Density

Figure 8 depicts the variations in lightning density from year‐to‐year in the summer (JJA). These changes exhibit
significant heterogeneity, and we explore the year‐to‐year variability in comparison with variables such as soil
moisture (Figure 9).

Figure 8 illustrates substantial changes in lightning density (LD) throughout all studied years. Particularly notable
are these fluctuations in the transitional aridity region near the 100th meridian, an area of noted hydroclimatic
variability due to variable moisture convergence from the Gulf ofMexico (Koster et al., 2004; Seager et al., 2018).
The region of peak variability is along the Kansas/Missouri, Oklahoma/Arkansas, and Oklahoma/Texas borders,
following the Missouri and Red River Valleys. This region forms a rough dipole with the surrounding areas
interannually, depending on annual patterns of moisture divergence, particularly anti‐correlated with the
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Figure 8. Year‐over‐year change of unweighted lightning density (LD) in CONUS during summer (JJA). Blue areas depict a decrease in strokes/km2/day, while red
areas show an increase.

Figure 7. Time‐lags of LD with precipitation and soil moisture. Average time lags for lightning versus precipitation (blue—positive denotes LD leading precipitation)
and lightning versus soil moisture (orange/red—positive denotes LD leading SM) over periods ranging from 1 to 15 days.
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Southeast region (Figure 1). There is opportunity here for analyzing spatial patterns (e.g., empirical orthogonal
functions) with decadal‐scale climate indices which effect circulation in the region. West of the Rockies,
interannual differences are small in absolute magnitude due to low mean LD.

Figure 9 demonstrates the variations in SM corresponding to the time periods presented in LD (Figure 8). The
region of peak LD variability in Figure 8 follows the same general patterns in Figure 9, with positive correlation
between SM and LD changes (more lightning co‐occurring with higher SM). The same is less true in the Southeast
region, which implies that the spatial patterns shown in Figure 5b (positive LD‐SM correlation across pixels) may
not readily translate into temporal correlations, and local SM temporal anomalies in the Southeast may not
accompany similar LD anomalies.

To further investigate SM‐LD co‐variation, we mask interannual LD differences by conditioning on the sign of
the accompanying SM changes in Figures 10 and 11.

Figure 10 shows the year‐to‐year changes in LD, for those pixels with a corresponding positive change in SM.
Most noticeably, areas with increases in SM tended, by and large, to have increases in LD as well. By conditioning
on SM increases (rather than on LD), we show wetter conditions due to all forms of precipitation—whether
convective or stratiform—as well as due to higher atmospheric humidity and lower evaporative drying. Typi-
cally, locations with higher SM had higher LD, suggesting higher rates of convection.

Figure 11 shows changes in LD for the subset of pixels with negative changes in SM. Similar to Figure 10, most
LD changes corresponded with the same sign changes in SM (decreases in SMmost often led to decreases in LD).
However, a noteworthy exception is observed in 2017–2018. During this specific timeframe, there are more pixels
(n = 1090) indicating an increase in LD than pixels (n = 816) showing a decrease.

This analysis was carried out for both LD and LDw to emphasize the differences between focusing on individual
thunderstorms and overall lightning density. The non‐weighted approach (LD) demonstrates a stronger corre-
lation with soil moisture, aligning with the findings in chapter 3.1. This suggests that the year‐over‐year change in
soil moisture appears to be more closely associated with total lightning occurrence rather than lightning intensity
per storm. Upon closer inspection of histograms in Figures 10 and 11, it becomes evident that variations in soil
moisture may also impact the intensity of lightning density, with a more noticeable increase in lightning density
accompanying positive soil moisture changes, and vice versa.

Figure 9. Year‐over‐year change of soil moisture in CONUS during summer (JJA). Blue areas depict a decrease in soil moisture, while red areas show an increase.
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The change analysis (∆) was applied to all remaining variables as well, though correlation mostly stayed very low
when considering the entire CONUS. Across all five time periods the average correlation r(ΔCAPE, ΔLD) is 0.37
(r(ΔCAPE, ΔLDw) = 0.20). For soil moisture, r(ΔSM, ΔLD) = 0.34 (r(ΔSM, ΔLDw) = 0.20).

To further assess the significance of year‐over‐year changes in lightning density relative to soil moisture and
CAPE, we performed Wilcoxon rank‐sum tests across all analyzed years (2016–2020). Results indicate that soil
moisture changes were significantly associated with lightning density changes in two out of 5 years (2017–2018
and 2020–2021). In contrast, CAPE changes were significantly associated with lightning density changes in 4 out
of 5 years, with only 2016–2017 showing no significant group difference. Figure A4 presents boxplots sum-
marizing these group differences, visually reinforcing the statistical results.

The correlation between soil moisture and CAPE changes is r(ΔCAPE, ΔSM)= 0.32. The strongest across‐space
linear correlation in interannual differences is between total column water vapor (TWV) and CAPE, with
r(ΔCAPE, ΔTWV) = 0.47 (notably, the atmospheric humidity profile is used in the calculation of CAPE).

Figure 10. Year‐to‐year change of unweighted lightning density (LD) in CONUS (JJA) for only those pixels with accompanying positive changes in soil moisture. Blue
areas depict a decrease in strokes/km2/day, while red areas show an increase in lightning activity. The inset histograms display the distribution of change in LD for the
pixels shown.
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For a more detailed examination of drought patterns during these years, the SPEI product was employed. The data
was downloaded in monthly intervals, aggregated into a seasonal product, and then processed into year‐over‐year
change metric using the same methodology as applied for the other variables. The correlations between seasonal
LD and the SPEI are low—r(∆SPEI,∆LD)= 0.19, and r(∆SPEI,∆LDw)= 0.11, suggesting a more direct, linear
relationship with soil moisture observations than an index‐based proxy. A more focused examination of the
“Southeast” climate region revealed similar correlations, with only minor deviations from the CONUS‐wide
analysis.

In a changing climate, according to Seneviratne et al. (2010) and IPCC (2021), there is a significant anticipated
decrease in JJA soil moisture in the southwestern CONUS, along with a moderate decrease across much of the
southern CONUS. Based on the correlational analyses, this could imply a mild decline in corresponding lightning
activity across CONUS. Critically, though, these declines in SM can be caused by changes in precipitated water
supply—which is a mix of stratiform and convective processes—as well as in changes in evaporative and

Figure 11. Year‐to‐year change of unweighted lightning density (LD) in CONUS (JJA) for only those pixels with accompanying negative changes in soil moisture. Blue
areas depict a decrease in strokes/km2/day, while red areas show an increase in lightning activity. The inset histograms display the distribution of change of LD for the
pixels shown.
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advective water losses from local soils. Drying caused, for example, by a so‐called “accelerated hydrologic cycle”
could increase CAPE generation if saturated surface parcels increase their virtual temperatures faster than the
corresponding increases in environmental virtual temperatures. This could also co‐occur with faster moisture
recycling, increasing total column water content and the potential for convective triggering. Alternatively, if
circulation changes alter the stratiform‐to‐convective precipitation ratio, or if convection clouds have fewer ice‐
ice collisions and charge transfer, LD might be expected to decrease, regardless of SM changes.

An early GCM study (Price & Rind, 1994) indicated a 30% increase in global lightning activity with warmer
climatic conditions, coupled with a 24% reduction in lightning activity during cooler periods. Price (2009a,
2009b) reaffirmed this earlier work, highlighting modeled drying of specific regions due to changes in precipi-
tation patterns and increases in evapotranspiration (ET). According to Price (2009a), this theoretically leads to
fewer thunderstorms and less lightning. However, earlier models suggested an increase in thunderstorms in drier
and warmer climates, proposing that storms might become less frequent but more intense, potentially resulting in
a 10% increase in lightning for every degree rise due to climate change. Finney et al. (2018) criticize studies
predicting increased lightning for overlooking ice flows in thunderclouds, crucial to thunderstorm formation.
Their study, incorporating ice flows in a newmodel, suggests a 15% decrease in lightning activity by 2100 under a
robust global warming scenario. These disparities underscore the immense complexity of modeling lightning
under changing climate conditions.

5. Discussion
Figures 3, 5, 10, and 11 show a generally positive relationship between lightning density and soil moisture,
particularly in the warm season (Figure 3). This makes sense both in terms of moisture as a crucial ingredient for
CAPE and convection, and as coupled feedback from convection to precipitation to soil moisture increases. There
are many ways in which this pattern can also not hold. It is common for mesoscale convective systems to be
advected away from their moisture sources (Dixon et al., 2013), as well as for convective initiation to occur over
dry soils upwind of moist areas (Taylor et al., 2011) or further due to gravity waves (Birch et al., 2012).
Convective activity and subsequent lightning activity can be non‐local with surface variables as well because of
persistence in weather patterns over multiple days and atmospheric spatial autocorrelation due to large‐scale
synoptic patterns.

Convective feedbacks in the transitional region of peak interannual variability—near 100°W longitude—have
previously been found to be driven largely by sensible heat flux (Song et al., 2016), which is a sign that soil
moisture—a strong control on latent and sensible heat partitioning—can play a key role in both directions of
coupling.

These findings align with the outcomes of the current study. For instance, in the southeastern United States,
characterized by flat terrain and weak synoptic forcing during the summer months, the sea‐breeze convergence
phenomenon plays a significant role in the development of thunderstorms (Cloutier‐Bisbee et al., 2019). The
differential heating between the ocean and the landmass results in sea‐land wind circulations, creating conver-
gence zones on most late spring and summer days (Byers & Rodebush, 1948).

Baker et al. (2001) conducted a study involving idealized numerical simulations of convection in Florida to
comprehend the roles of various factors in sea‐breeze‐initiated precipitation. In their analysis of complex vari-
ables, soil moisture featured prominently. They found that in regions of sea‐breeze convergence, the initial soil
moisture content significantly influenced the timing and location of subsequent precipitation and thunderstorms.
Wet soil acted as a moisture source, enhancing convective available potential energy (CAPE), and concentrating
strong precipitation in already moist areas (Baker et al., 2001).

While moisture advection from oceans does contribute to moisture distribution, the impact of soil moisture in
Florida during the summer months is predominantly localized, as highlighted in studies by Baker et al. (2001) and
Koukoula et al. (2021). These research findings are consistent with the outcomes of the present study, which
focuses on lightning dynamics.

Conducted wavelet coherence analysis (WCA) for defining variations between LD and precipitation and LD and
soil moisture time series at different length scales (Figure 7) displayed a seasonal climatology, with average time
lags varying between ±0.5 days. This implies that anomalies in soil moisture are associated with subsequent
anomalies in LD, leading in turn to anomalies in precipitation. While this does not on its own imply a causal
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relationship, it does suggest some mechanisms at play beyond the first‐order storms‐leading‐soil moisture pat-
terns, and supports previous evidence of soil moisture‐to‐precipitation feedbacks (Koukoula et al., 2021; Taylor
et al., 2011; Tuttle & Salvucci, 2017). The employed WCA uses the Morlet wavelet which is “naturally robust
against shifting a feature in space” (Si, 2008), meaning the method considers the phase information when
calculating the coherency between two time series at different length scales and is hence, more robust compared to
other wavelets, such as the Mexican hat or Harr (Si, 2008). Although, the time series that are input to theWCA are
considered as nonstationary, consisting of several frequency regime (Si, 2008), autocorrelation in all of these time
series at daily scale complicate the mechanistic analysis, but these could perhaps be dealt with in future studies
through use of causal analyses or typical time‐series analysis tools (Salvucci et al., 2002; Tuttle &
Salvucci, 2017).

Cluster 2 encompassing New Mexico, Arizona, and Colorado, the synoptic and lifting forces exhibit distinct
characteristics. Thunderstorm development in this region is primarily influenced by terrain‐related factors, where
upslope winds along the eastern Rocky Mountains often trigger afternoon thunderstorms. During the summer
months, the prevailing synoptic pattern is shaped by the “North American monsoon” or “southwest monsoon,”
significantly affecting precipitation patterns in northwestern Mexico, New Mexico, Arizona, and Colorado. The
strength of the monsoon can determine its northward extension (Becker, 2021, Figure 4 in 2019). Earlier results
revealed significant discrepancies between the “South” and “Southeast” climate regions, despite both being
characterized by extensive wetlands. This disparity is likely attributed to the same advective processes, wherein
storms utilize a greater proportion of local moisture sources in the “Southeast” compared to the “South.”

Commencing in early June, a noticeable shift occurs as the subtropical high‐pressure system moves northward
and intensifies due to rising summer temperatures in the southwestern United States. This high‐pressure system,
extending from the surface to the upper atmosphere, undergoes strengthening. As it intensifies, there is a distinct
alteration in wind patterns, with winds shifting toward a more southerly direction, contrary to the typical dry
westerly winds. This change in wind direction plays a crucial role in transporting moisture from the Gulf of
California and, to some extent, from the Gulf of Mexico. By early September, the monsoon typically weakens,
and the wind patterns revert to their original state (Becker, 2021).

Vertical wind shear, despite its recognized role in enhancing storm longevity, does not show significant corre-
lations with lightning density. Its limited impact on pixel‐level spatial correlation suggests that it does not notably
influence lightning density, providing an advantage by avoiding the introduction of bias related to soil moisture
analysis.

In Florida, storms are predominantly influenced by the local environment and are characterized as “air‐mass”
storms. In contrast, storms in the southwest and Midwest of the United States exhibit a more organized nature.

Topography likely contributes to the regional differences in the soil moisture–lightning coupling observed in this
study. Complex terrain can introduce uncertainties in soil moisture retrievals from satellite radiometers, as shown
in synthetic experiments (Flores et al., 2012), although operational products, like from the SMAP mission, apply
dedicated corrections using high‐resolution digital elevation models (O'Neill et al., 2021b). Physically, while soil
moisture dynamics differ between hillslopes and flat terrain, the basic mechanisms linking soil moisture, surface
fluxes, and atmospheric instability are expected to remain similar at satellite resolution (decakilometer) scales.
However, orographic lift in mountainous regions such as the Southern Rockies can mechanically trigger con-
vection, potentially reducing the role of surface moisture in initiating storms (Houze, 2012). This may partly
explain the weaker SM–LD correlations in Cluster 2. Meanwhile, convective feedbacks onto soil moisture after
thunderstorms are likely still active. When examining the 90th percentile of lightning density per day (LDw) and
lightning density (LD) in these regions, strong correlations are not observed. This lack of correlation implies that
soil moisture is more tied to the frequency of days with lightning occurrences rather than influencing the lightning
density per storm.

While the main analyses in this study focus on the continental United States, some caution is warranted when
generalizing the findings on a global scale. Land‐atmosphere coupling strength, lightning generation mecha-
nisms, and soil moisture–convection feedbacks can vary substantially across different climatic zones, vegetation
types, and topographic settings. Regions dominated by strong monsoonal circulations, dense tropical forests, or
large elevation gradients may exhibit different coupling dynamics than observed here. Nevertheless, the general
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framework of linking soil moisture availability, atmospheric instability, and convective activity provides a useful
starting point for extending similar analyses to other regions in future research.

6. Summary and Conclusion
This study investigates the relationship between soil moisture conditions and coincident lightning density across
CONUS. Few studies have directly linked soil moisture and lightning density across CONUS. The nationwide
analyses across all climate regions revealed a robust association with CAPE and TWV, along with a distinct
seasonal pattern that differentiated between warm and cold seasons. Significantly, within the Southeast region
encompassing Florida, South Carolina, and parts of Mississippi and Louisiana, indications of a soil moisture‐
lightning density relationship were identified. Upon conducting a more in‐depth analysis of the region using
landcover data, it was observed that areas with higher soil moisture content exhibited stronger correlations with
lightning density compared to regions with drier soils.

Given the tendency for frequent thunderstorm development in the Southeast region of CONUS, an examination of
the 90th percentile of thunderdays was conducted to pinpoint areas with the highest thunderday counts for further
investigation. This analysis identified two distinct regions, namely the Southeast and Southwest within CONUS.
Despite both regions experiencing high thunderstorm occurrences, their relationship with soil moisture exhibited
significant differences. The southeastern region demonstrated a clear association between thunderstorm fre-
quency and soil moisture, whereas the southwestern U.S. exhibited no such correlation. This difference is hy-
pothesized to result from variations in synoptic forcing strength and thunderstorm triggering mechanisms. In the
Southeast, frequent air mass thunderstorms driven by sea breeze convergence rely on local moisture sources.
Consequently, the convection associated with sea breeze convergence relies predominantly on moisture from
local sources. In contrast, the southwestern region, influenced by the North American monsoon and stronger
synoptic forcing, allows moisture advection from the Gulf of California. This introduces moisture and instability
into an arid area, triggering storms near the Colorado Mountains or other orographic topography due to upslope
winds. In summary, the findings suggest that in regions with frequent thunderstorms and weak synoptic forcing,
the coupling with soil moisture becomes notably more influential.

The study delved into year‐over‐year changes of the studied variables, with a specific focus on interactions
involving soil moisture. Year‐over‐year analysis showed that soil moisture changes were significantly associated
with lightning density changes in two out of 5 years, while CAPE changes were significant in four out of 5 years.
This indicates that CAPE exerts a stronger influence on interannual lightning variability than soil moisture across
CONUS.

Throughout all research analyses, a distinction between correlations to weighted (LDw) and to unweighted
lightning density (LD) was evident. In all analyses, correlations were significantly diminished when using the
normalized data set (ranging from − 2% for SM and up to − 20% for CAPE). This initial finding suggests that soil
moisture is more directly tied to the frequency of thunderstorm occurrences than the lightning density per in-
dividual storm.

The study's main limitations include the exclusion of advection, an area that could prove valuable for future
investigations to gain a more comprehensive understanding of variable impacts on lightning density. The northern
U.S., influenced by a westerly wind pattern transporting moisture away from its source, may not exhibit corre-
lations due to the neglect of this lateral moisture transfer process in the pixel‐level spatial distributions examined
in this study.

Furthermore, future research should explore the bidirectional causal pathways between thunderstorms and soil
moisture in more detail. Aggregated means at coarse temporal resolutions (monthly and higher) will not fully
capture the complexities of soil moisture‐thunderstorm feedbacks. Additionally, the role of complex terrain in
modifying soil moisture retrievals and providing orographic lifting mechanisms for convection suggests that
topographic effects warrant further investigation in future studies. Finally, although all data sets were harmonized
to a monthly temporal resolution for consistency, this aggregation, together with spatial resolution mismatches,
may obscure shorter‐timescale surface flux variability, mask event‐scale processes such as individual thunder-
storms, and weaken general spatial correlations. Nonetheless, the significant differences observed in two regions
with similarly high thunderstorm occurrences, as well as time lags showing a clear seasonal pattern where in
summer soil moisture often leads lightning, provide compelling evidence of this relationship. Moreover, the
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analyses examining the year‐to‐year changes in soil moisture and their correlation with lightning density are
constrained by the limited temporal length of available data. The study exclusively employs a single algorithm
and sensor for soil moisture measurements, emphasizing a focused and consistent approach. Although the studied
years reveal noteworthy trends, a 5‐year timeframe does not meet the criteria for a robust climatological analysis.
Therefore, the study should be re‐evaluated when longer data periods become available to ensure more
comprising conclusions, especially toward climatic aspects.

Finally, this research study contributes to discover and illuminate the intricate relationship between soil moisture
and subsequent lightning density. These findings have the potential to enhance thunderstorm forecasting and
modeling. In addition, they provide valuable insights into how these variables, connected through the terrestrial
energy and water balances and land‐atmosphere feedbacks, may impact lightning initiation.

Appendix A

Figure A1. Lightning density (LDw) masked by the 90th percentile of thunderdays for summer 2016–2020 (JJA) for the Cluster 1 area. (a) with CAPE, (b) with SM,
(c) with TWV and (d) with VWS, respectively. Lightning data points beyond three times the standard deviation are clipped for clarity. A regression function is added for
better illustration of the dependence between the variables.
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Figure A2. Lightning density (LDw) masked by the 90th percentile of thunderdays for summer 2016–2020 (JJA) for the Cluster 2 area. (a) with CAPE, (b) with SM,
(c) with TWV and (d) with VWS, respectively. Lightning data points beyond three times the standard deviation are clipped for clarity. A regression function is added for
better illustration of the dependence between the variables.
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Figure A3. Boxplots showing LD for high and low SM groups and high and low CAPE groups across 2016–2020, separated by Cluster 1 (left) and Cluster 2 (right). In
Cluster 1, Wilcoxon rank‐sum tests revealed highly significant differences (p < 0.001) between high and low SM groups and between high and low CAPE groups across
all years. In Cluster 2, the differences were weaker and more variable across years. For soil moisture, p‐values ranged from 0.008 to 0.059, indicating some statistically
significant relationships but generally less robust than in Cluster 1. CAPE differences in Cluster 2 were generally weaker, though remained largely significant
(p < 0.005) across years.
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Figure A4. Boxplots showing distributions of year‐over‐year changes in LD grouped by positive and negative changes in (a) soil moisture and (b) CAPE across CONUS
during JJA for the years 2016–2020. Statistical differences between groups were assessed using Wilcoxon rank‐sum tests. Soil moisture changes were significantly
associated with lightning activity in two out of 5 years (2017–2018 and 2020–2021), while CAPE changes showed significant group differences in four out of 5 years.
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Data Availability Statement
The lightning data (LD) used for analyzing global gridded lightning climatology in this study are available at the
WGLC repository via https://doi.org/10.5194/essd‐2021‐89 under open access (Kaplan & Lau, 2021). The soil
moisture data (SM) used for assessing soil moisture variability in the study are available at the NASA National
Snow and Ice Data Center Distributed Active Archive Center via https://doi.org/10.5067/OMHVSRGFX38O
under open access (O’Neill et al., 2021a). The reanalysis data (VWS) used for understanding wind shear patterns
in this study are available at the North American Regional Reanalysis (NARR) repository via https://doi.org/10.
1175/bams‐87‐3‐343 under open access (Mesinger et al., 2006). The climate data (CAPE, TWV, P) used for
evaluating atmospheric instability, precipitation and total water vapor in the study are available at the Copernicus
Climate Change Service (C3S) Climate Data Store (CDS) via https://doi.org/10.24381/cds.adbb2d47 under open
access (Hersbach et al., 2023). The drought indices (SPEI) used for assessing drought conditions (version
SPEIbase v2.9) in the study are available at the Global SPEI Database via https://spei.csic.es/database.html under
open access (SPEI, 2023). The land cover data used for analyzing surface characteristics in the study are available
at the National Land Cover Database (NLCD) repository via https://doi.org/10.5066/P9KZCM54 under open
access (Dewitz and USGS, 2021). Version 4.2.3 of R software used for statistical analyses and visualization in this
study is preserved at https://cran.r‐project.org/, available under GPL‐2 license, and developed openly at the
Comprehensive R Archive Network (CRAN). Version 3.32 of QGIS software used for geospatial data analysis
and mapping in this study is available at https://qgis.org/en/site/, distributed under the GNU General Public
License (GPL). The software is developed openly and maintained by the QGIS Project.

Table A1
List of Terminologies and Abbreviations

Abbreviation Meaning

LD Lightning Density

TD Thunderdays

LDw Weighted Lightning Density

SM Soil Moisture

CAPE Convective Available Potential Energy

TWV Total Column Water Vapor

VWS Vertical Wind Shear

P Precipitation

SPEI Standardized Precipitation Evapotranspiration Index

NLCD National Land Cover Database

ERA5 Fifth Generation ECMWF Atmospheric Reanalysis

NARR North American Regional Reanalysis

SMAP Soil Moisture Active Passive

WWLLN World Wide Lightning Location Network

WGLC WWLLN Global Lightning Climatology

CIN Convective Inhibition

CONUS Contiguous United States

GCOS Global Climate Observing System

IFS Integrated Forecast System

ET Evapotranspiration

GCM General Circulation Model

WCA Wavelet Coherence Analysis

NCEP National Centers for Environmental Prediction
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