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Abstract 
As global warming continues to alter our world 

archaeologists are able to contribute crucial insights about 

the relationship between climate and human behavior in 

the past, though many are not explicitly incorporating the 

element of climate into their current research. Our article 

serves as a methodological primer on why and how 

archaeologists should be engaging climate-human 

behavior relationships in their studies, as well as provides 

guidance on where to find and how to use multiple 

publicly available resources for climate data. Our work 

consisted of gathering data from climate resources and 

organizing them in an accessible way for archaeologists. 

These data sources include paleoclimate primary data, 

such as tree ring data, and modern instrumental data that 

measures temperature, precipitation and streamflow.  

 
Every Place Has a Climate 

Story 
The National Parks Service has developed the 

Every Place has a Climate Story program to 

connect park visitors to climate change, cultural 

heritage and place (Rockman and Maase 2017). 

Archaeologists more broadly can adopt this 

method of sharing insights about climate and 

human behavior through public education. 

 

Climate Data – precipitation, 

temperature & streamflow 

Paleoclimate 
Paleoclimate data, primarily tree-ring data, extend the 

record of climate events and conditions 2,000 years into 

the past in the Southwest, providing the necessary time-

depth to observe climate during the social histories of 

people prior to instrumental climate data. 

 
Site chronology for Antonito Site A, 1684 to 1964. Source: National Centers for Environmental 

Information, International Tree-Ring Data Bank 2020. 

Instrumental 
Modern climate instrumental data from weather stations 

provide greater spatial and temporal resolution as well as 

offer a wide variety of climate variables. Modern climate 

data are relevant because there has been no change in the 

type of climate prevalent in the Southwest for at least the 

past 2,000 years (Dean 2010). 

 
Average temperature for the climate division containing the Rio Grande drainage, 1895 to 2020. Source: 

National Centers for Environmental Information, National Oceanic and Atmospheric Administration, 

Climate Monitoring, U.S. Climate Divisions 2020. 

Drought 
Droughts are difficult to define and are often 

recognized by their impacts. McKee et al. 

(2000:5) define drought as “a shortage of water, 

usually associated with a deficiency of 

precipitation. Drought occurs when the demand 

for water exceeds the supply of water.” Drought 

influences human behavior through impacts on 

resource productivity and food security. Drought 

is a frequent occurrence in Colorado though it 

rarely encompasses the entire state at once 

(McKee et al. 2000:14). We assembled a list of 

multi-year droughts and megadroughts in 

Colorado during the past millennium. 
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Climate-Human Behavior 

Relationships 
Climate is one of many interacting variables that 

influence human behavior; it is difficult to prove 

or disprove climatic influence on social change. 

A key concept linking these variables is human 

vulnerability, and changes (real or perceived) in 

resource productivity (cultivated or wild) and 

availability. 

https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/data-access/paleoclimatology-data/datasets/tree-ring
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/data-access/paleoclimatology-data/datasets/tree-ring
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/monitoring-references/maps/us-climate-divisions.php
https://www.ncdc.noaa.gov/monitoring-references/maps/us-climate-divisions.php

