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Budbreak is one of the most observed and studied phenological phases in perennial
plants, but predictions remain a challenge, largely due to our poor understanding of
dormancy. Two dimensions of exposure to temperature are generally used to model
budbreak: accumulation of time spent at low temperatures (chilling) and accumulation
of heat units (forcing). These two effects have a well-established negative correlation;
with more chilling, less forcing is required for budbreak. Furthermore, temperate plant
species are assumed to vary in chilling requirements for dormancy completion allowing
proper budbreak. Here, dormancy is investigated from the cold hardiness standpoint
across many species, demonstrating that it should be accounted for to study dormancy
and accurately predict budbreak. Most cold hardiness is lost prior to budbreak, but rates
of cold hardiness loss (deacclimation) vary among species, leading to different times to
budbreak. Within a species, deacclimation rate increases with accumulation of chill.
When inherent differences between species in deacclimation rate are accounted for by
normalizing rates throughout winter by the maximum rate observed, a standardized
deacclimation potential is produced. Deacclimation potential is a quantitative measure-
ment of dormancy progression based on responsiveness to forcing as chill accumulates,
which increases similarly for all species, contradicting estimations of dormancy transi-
tion based on budbreak assays. This finding indicates that comparisons of physiologic
and genetic control of dormancy require an understanding of cold hardiness dynamics.
Thus, an updated framework for studying dormancy and its effects on spring phenology
is suggested where cold hardiness in lieu of (or in addition to) budbreak is used.
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Spring phenology defines the long-term survival and fitness of perennial plants within
environments with below-freezing winter temperatures (1, 2). Spring kills of breaking
buds by low temperature are widely regarded as a major aspect influencing species dis-
tribution (3), and risks associated with it have shifted (mostly increased) due to climatic
changes (4–8), making accurate predictions key to understanding adaptation to future
climates (9). Yet, accurate predictions remain a major challenge (10, 11), and climate
change may create environmental conditions in colder climates that are not analogous
to those in presently warmer regions (i.e., climates are not only moving up in latitude)
(12). Artificial warming experiments have been used in order to study possible future
conditions (13, 14), but results from these experiments do not match observations of
advanced budbreak over the last few decades of climate warming (10). This mismatch
demonstrates that we still lack a fundamental understanding of the budbreak process,
and thus, empirical studies are required to understand the environmental effects that
define the time to budbreak in woody species (11).
Considerable prior research has attempted to predict the effects of climate change on

phenology (3, 10, 15–31). For spring phenology, temperature is generally agreed to be
the largest contributing factor (21, 26, 28, 32), and studies focus on interactions
between chilling (accumulation of time spent in low temperatures) and forcing (accu-
mulation of thermal time, growing degree days [GDD]) as temperature effects on bud-
break, with reference to shifts in their interaction in a changing climate (10, 15, 21,
33). Other factors have also been studied for their effects on budbreak, such as wood
porosity (34), nutritional status (35), water availability (36, 37)—including humidity
(38)—and especially, photoperiod (39, 40) [be that through more radiative warming
(41) or true light-quality effects (42–44)]. However, a missing key component of win-
ter survival, the dynamic and changing cold hardiness of buds, has remained unex-
plored as the starting point for the estimation of the time to achieve any phenological
stage. The pattern of cold hardiness of buds is U shaped, where it increases during fall
(acclimation), is maintained during winter, and is lost during spring (deacclimation)—all
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largely in response to air temperature and differing by species.
Most phenological models fail to account for these species-specific
differences in bud cold hardiness, at all times during the dormant
season, and in any location or climate, despite existing empirical
evidence that artificial acclimation increases time to budbreak
(45). It is also widely known that species have different tempera-
ture thresholds for tissue damage during bud swell, budbreak, and
leaf out (9, 22), as well as in midwinter (22, 45, 46). This suggests
that the amount of cold hardiness buds need to lose to transition
from their cold hardy state to budbreak (the deacclimation path
length in degrees Celsius) differs among species and climates and
throughout the dormant season. Despite information existing on
these cold hardiness effects on budbreak (45, 47), the influence of
cold hardiness has remained largely unexplored on the prediction
of field budbreak.
Another and possibly most critical source of uncertainty in pre-

dictions of phenology is our poor understanding of dormancy.
Time spent in low temperatures (chilling) has been long known to
promote the transition from a dormancy phase that is nonrespon-
sive to growth-conducive temperatures (i.e., endodormancy, rest)
to a responsive phase (ecodormancy, quiescence) (48). Some spe-
cies, or genotypes within species, are thought to have lower chilling
requirements than others based on faster budbreak in forcing con-
ditions (e.g., 22 °C and 16-h day length). This observation results
in comparative classifications of “low–chill requirement” and
“high–chill requirement” plants. However, there are still questions
about the temperature range where chilling that promotes the bud
dormancy transition occurs and how much chilling they provide
(49, 50), leading to multiple methods for estimation of chill accu-
mulation (51–55) without a full comprehension of the mechanism
or pathway for dormancy and in turn, a low ability in predicting
budbreak. This is despite a growing list of dormancy-related genes
and chemicals that promote dormancy transitions (56–61).
Recent work has shown that rates of cold hardiness loss

(deacclimation) increase with chilling accumulation, which can
be used to study dormancy progression (47). By standardizing
the rates to the maximum observed rate at the end of the dor-
mant season, this measurement is referred to as deacclimation
potential (Ψdeacc), which varies from zero to one [or 0 to 100%
(47)]. The Ψdeacc is the increase in responsiveness to forcing
observed as chill accumulates, and it is a quantitative measure-
ment of dormancy. In analogous terms, Ψdeacc = 0 would mean
entirely endodormant buds (nontemperature-responsive buds),
and Ψdeacc = 1 would mean entirely ecodormant buds (maxi-
mum temperature responsiveness), acknowledging a quantita-
tive progress in dormancy rather than a qualitative transition.
Three sources of variation in time to budbreak are thus

investigated in the present study: the initial cold hardiness of
buds collected for a given assay (the departure point, CH0), the
cold hardiness at budbreak (CHBB), and the effective rate of
cold hardiness loss (deacclimation; k�deacc ). The relationship of
these variables is used here as

Time to Budbreak ¼ j CH0 �CHBB j
k�deacc

; [1]

where jCH0 – CHBBj defines the path length in degrees Celsius
from the cold hardy state to budbreak. An example of this rela-
tionship is shown in Fig. 1; two rates of deacclimation, 4°C d�1

and 1°C d�1, are given for a common path length of 20°C.
These two deacclimation rates result in 5 and 20 d to budbreak,
respectively. In the context presented here, the differences in rates
of deacclimation can be due to different levels of chilling accumu-
lation (modulation of the deacclimation rate by Ψdeacc), leading to

apparent differences in forcing requirement. Alternatively, these
may represent species with different rates of deacclimation at the
same level of chilling accumulation. This relationship (Eq. 1)
demonstrates the effect of path length on time to budbreak; if the
path length increased by 5°C for both to a total of 25°C (e.g.,
buds of the same two species but from a region with lower mini-
mum temperatures causing a lower CH0), time to budbreak
would increase by 1 and 5 d, respectively, at the same rates of
deacclimation (hypothetical scenarios are presented more exten-
sively in SI Appendix, SI Text and Figs. S1–S6). In natural condi-
tions, it is expected that species will vary in each of these three
aspects: levels of cold hardiness throughout the winter, cold hardi-
ness at which budbreak is displayed, and rates of deacclimation.
Because timing of budbreak is affected by chill accumulation and
spring temperatures, the hypothesis is that rates of deacclimation
will also be affected by both chill accumulation and ambient
spring temperature within the same species.

The objective of this study was to determine how temperature
and chill accumulation affects deacclimation and how this in turn
affects budbreak in multiple species. To study these effects, over
40,500 cold hardiness measurements and 8,000 cuttings for bud-
break observation from 15 species collected over two dormant sea-
sons were used as proxy for whole-plant responses (62). The 15
species represent both gymnosperms and angiosperms, deciduous
and evergreen, nine families (Cornaceae, Cupressaceae, Ericaceae,
Fabaceae, Fagaceae, Oleaceae, Pinaceae, Rosaceae, and Sapinda-
ceae), three continents and many climates of origin, of horticul-
tural and ecological importance, with both regular and naked
buds, and they are planted at the Arnold Arboretum of Harvard
University located in Boston, MA (Fig. 2). The phenotype that
unites all species studied is that all have buds that survive low tem-
peratures by promoting supercooling of water (63). In general,
four species are presented in the main figures as examples for the
concepts (Abies balsamea, Cercis canadensis, Forsythia ×
‘Meadowlark,’ and Larix kaempferi), but results for all species are
presented in SI Appendix.

Results

The species studied differed in their cold hardiness determined
weekly throughout the winter (Fig. 3 and SI Appendix, Fig. S7).
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Fig. 1. Sources of variation in time to budbreak. The initial cold hardiness
(CH0) is that of buds collected from the field. In order to reach budbreak,
buds must lose their initial cold hardiness and reach the cold hardiness at
budbreak (CHBB). This distance from CH0 to CHBB is the path length (in
degrees Celsius). For the same path length, time of budbreak is then
defined by how fast the path is traveled: the effective rate of deacclimation
(k�deacc; the slopes of the two lines). A higher rate of deacclimation (red line)
leads to concentrated and earlier budbreak, whereas a lower rate (blue
line) means budbreak occurs later and more sporadically (density curves).
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However, the same general pattern is observed for all species;
cold hardiness is gained in the fall, maintained during the
winter, and lost before field budbreak in the spring. This
response generally follows air temperature (SI Appendix,
Figs. S8 and S9). For every date of cold hardiness determina-
tion, buds were also placed in a growth chamber at 22 °C to
observe time to budbreak. Similar patterns were observed
across species in terms of time to budbreak (Fig. 3 and SI
Appendix, Fig. S10). Under forcing, buds take a long time
and show a large variability to break when collected in the
fall. With the progression of winter, the reverse occurs, with
time to budbreak decreasing exponentially and with lower
variability.

Effect of Chill Accumulation (Dormancy) on Rates of
Deacclimation. Weekly field collections were also used to
monitor the loss of bud cold hardiness under constant tem-
perature. These buds were in the same growth chamber as
those where budbreak was evaluated (22 °C). From these
data, effective rates of deacclimation (k�deacc22 °C

) were deter-
mined for each collection in degrees Celsius of cold hardi-
ness lost per day (e.g., the slope of the linear regressions is in
Fig. 4A; adjusted r2 = 0.79, F1588,30425 = 76.8, P < 0.001
for all species in all collections combined [individual fits are
provided in SI Appendix]). The k�deacc22 °C

increased with chill
accumulation during winter for all species (Fig. 5A and SI
Appendix, Fig. S11). Based on deacclimation and budbreak
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Fig. 2. Distribution and relatedness of species studied. (A) Approximate native distribution of the 15 species studied, which are distributed in three conti-
nents and have different latitudes of origin. Forsythia × ‘Meadowlark’ (FM) is an interspecific hybrid. The black point indicates the location of the Arnold Arbo-
retum of Harvard University. (B) A cladogram shows the relatedness of the species studied at the family level. AB, A. balsamea; AR, A. rubrum; AS, A. saccha-
rum; CC, C. canadensis; CF, C. florida; CM, C. mas; FG, F. grandifolia; KL, K. latifolia; LK, L. kaempferi; MG, M. glyptostroboides; PA, P. abies; PN, P. nigra; PR,
P. armeniaca; RC, R. calendulaceum.
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Fig. 3. Cold hardiness and time to budbreak relative to air temperature and chill. Cold hardiness of buds measured weekly (n ≃ 10) throughout the 2019
to 2020 dormant season along with air temperature (Lower; left vertical axis). At each collection, time to reach budbreak under forcing (n ≃ 10) was also
measured along with decreases in response to chill accumulation (Upper; right vertical axis). SI Appendix, Fig. S7 has further details on air temperature and
chill accumulation. Density curves represent observed budbreak in the field (SI Appendix, Fig. S8). The dashed lines show the 15-d threshold used for chilling
requirement determination.
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at different chill accumulations, it is notable that budbreak
(presented along the 0 °C line in Fig. 4A) is linked to the
dynamics of deacclimation; lower k�deacc22 °C

at 23 chill por-
tions leads to erratic, delayed budbreak, as introduced in
Fig. 1. In turn, budbreak occurs much more synchronously
with higher k�deacc22 °C

at 84 chill portions (i.e., height of the
density curves in Fig. 4A). This effect is also observed in
species comparisons; at 84 chill portions, buds break earlier
and with more uniform timing in C. canadensis than in
A. balsamea.
The maximum rate of deacclimation observed at 22 °C

(maxkdeacc22 °C) differed among species (SI Appendix, Fig. S12).
The maxkdeacc22 °C ranged from 0.6 °C d�1 (Rhododendron calen-
dulaceum) to 9.5 °C d�1 (Forsythia × ‘Meadowlark’), although
the majority of the species tested (11 of 15) exhibited deaccli-
mation rates between 0.5 °C d�1 and 2.0 °C d�1. Effective rates
of deacclimation (k�deacc22 °C

) from each species were then nor-
malized to their corresponding maxkdeacc22 °C , generating rate
proportion measurements or deacclimation potential (Ψdeacc)
and isolating the effect of chilling accumulation (Fig. 5; SI
Appendix, section 4 has further explanation). The estimated

effective rate of deacclimation at 22 °C at any point in chilling
accumulation is thus

k�deacc22 °C
ðspecies, chill Þ ¼maxkdeacc22 °C ðspeciesÞ × Ψdeacc ðchill Þ,

[2]

where the effective rate of deacclimation k�deacc22 °C
is a function

of species and chill accumulation through its two components:
maxkdeacc22 °C being a function of species and Ψdeacc, which is a
function of chill accumulation.

Using deacclimation potential as the metric for dormancy
progression, all of the species examined respond similarly to
chilling exposure (Fig. 6A and SI Appendix, Fig. S13), despite
very different field phenology. The inflection point c of the
deacclimation potential sigmoid curves, representing the
amount of chilling needed for ∼50% of maximum deacclima-
tion rates, varied between 52 and 76 chill portions for all 15
species (Fig. 6B). In comparison, the standard determination of
chilling requirement based on budbreak (here, chill required for
50% budbreak within 15 d was used) (dashed lines in Fig. 3) pro-
duced values ranging from 37 to 96 chill portions (Fig. 6B).
Using this historical metric, Forsythia × ‘Meadowlark’ would be
considered to have a low chill requirement (37 portions) and
become ecodormant in early winter in the location of this study,
whereas A. balsamea would be considered a high–chill require-
ment species (96 chill portions) and would not reach ecodor-
mancy until the beginning of spring. The chill requirement based
on 15 d to budbreak is highly negatively correlated with the
maxkdeacc22 °C (r = –0.78) (SI Appendix, Fig. S14A). This means
that as chill accumulates over the progression of winter, species
with faster maximum rates will reach the rate necessary to lose
cold hardiness and break bud within 15 d at lower chill accumu-
lation than those with slower maximum rates. However, deaccli-
mation rates continue to increase in response to chilling.

Effect of Temperature on Rates of Deacclimation (Forcing).
To evaluate how temperatures affect the rates of deacclimation,
buds were collected from 13 of the 15 species at 54 and 82 por-
tions of chill accumulation (not all 13 were collected at both
times). These buds were deacclimated at seven temperatures
between 2 °C and 30 °C. As expected, lower temperatures result
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in slower deacclimation as compared with higher temperatures
(Fig. 4B). The slopes for each temperature were extracted as
deacclimation rates (k�deaccT , the effective rate of deacclimation
at temperature T) using a linear model (adjusted r2 = 0.66,
F287,7384 = 53.9, P < 0.001 for all temperatures and species
combined [individual fits are provided in SI Appendix]).
Because these data refer to chilling accumulations of 54 and 82
portions where Ψdeacc < 1, the values were normalized based on
the rates measured at 22 °C at each of these collections and the
maxkdeacc22 °C for each species in order to isolate the effect of
temperature. This correction transforms values of the measured,
effective rates of deacclimation at a given temperature T
(k�deaccT ) below maximum chill accumulation (Ψdeacc < 1) into
the maximum possible rate at that temperature (maxkdeaccT )
based on Eq. 2. The effective rate of deacclimation at any tem-
perature and chill accumulation thus becomes

k�deaccT ðspecies, T , chill Þ
¼maxkdeaccT ðspecies, T Þ × Ψdeacc ðchill Þ,

[3]

where the effective rate of deacclimation at temperature T is a
function of species and temperature (through maxkdeaccT ) and
chill accumulated (through Ψdeacc).
These corrected rates (i.e., maxkdeaccT , where the effect of

chill is removed) were then used to examine the response of
rates of deacclimation to temperature (Fig. 7 and SI Appendix,
Fig. S15). While a linear model produces a good fit for
maxkdeaccT as a function of temperature (adjusted r2 = 0.95,
F25,89 = 87.8, P < 0.001 for the 13 species combined), it is
clear that the response to temperature increases faster at lower
temperatures and tapers off at warmer temperatures of the

interval tested here for some species (e.g., Forsythia ×
‘Meadowlark’ in Fig. 7). Therefore, a polynomial of the third
order with intercept = 0 to allow for these curvatures was used.

Yet, despite accounting for the effects of forcing temperature
and prior chilling on the rate of cold hardiness loss, differences
in time to budbreak between species can still arise from how
much cold hardiness a bud must lose for budbreak to occur
(Eq. 1 and Fig. 1).
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FM, Forsythia × ‘Meadowlark’; KL, K. latifolia; LK, L. kaempferi; MG, M. glyptostroboides; PA, P. abies; PN, P. nigra; PR, P. armeniaca; RC, R. calendulaceum.
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Effect of Cold Hardiness (Path Length). To obtain the path
length from a cold hardy state to budbreak for each species in
field conditions, two measurements are required: the maximum
field cold hardiness (CHmax; used in lieu of CH0) and the cold
hardiness at budbreak (CHBB) (Fig. 1). CHmax was obtained by
averaging the cold hardiness at the four time points during the
winter where cold hardiness in the field was maximum for each
species (Fig. 8A).
To estimate CHBB, the deacclimation curve was projected

from initial cold hardiness to the time of observed budbreak
separately for each collection at 22 °C (where budbreak was
measured) and averaged (SI Appendix, SI Text and Fig. S1).
CHBB values ranged from –17 °C to 4 °C (Fig. 8A). With val-
ues of CHBB and CHmax determined, the path length is thus
obtained as jCHmax – CHBBj, and values ranged from 8 °C to
31 °C (Fig. 8B). Note that although L. kaempferi buds are
about 10 °C more cold hardy than C. canadensis, the two spe-
cies have very similar path lengths to budbreak because of dif-
ferent cold hardiness at budbreak. In comparison, L. kaempferi
and Picea abies buds have similar maximum cold hardiness but
differ in their CHBB, thus resulting in different path lengths.

Combining Effects of Chilling, Temperature, and Path Length
Can Predict Field Budbreak. Individual correlations of CHmax,
CHBB, path length, and maxkdeacc22 °C with timing of field budbreak
are relatively poor, varying between r = –0.6 and r = 0.5 (SI
Appendix Fig. S14 B–E). However, if a time to budbreak is calcu-
lated based on Eq. 1 (i.e., path length/maxkdeacc22 °C), this correlation
increases to r = 0.88 (SI Appendix, Fig. S14F), indicating that cold
hardiness parameters are good descriptors of field budbreak.
The dynamic cold hardiness state in every winter is driven

by the balance between the forces of acclimation and deaccli-
mation during the dormant season (Fig. 3), and thus, it can set
variable path lengths to budbreak at any moment during the
season. In the fall, there is effectively very little, if any, deaccli-
mation (k�deaccT ≅ 0) because although warm temperatures are
still present (maxkdeaccT ≫ 0), chill accumulation is very low
(Ψdeacc ≅ 0) (Eq. 3). As chill accumulates during the winter,
the potential for deacclimation increases (Ψdeacc > 0). However,
winter temperatures are generally too low for significant levels
of cold hardiness loss to occur (maxkdeaccT ≅ 0 [ k�deaccT ≅ 0).
Once conditions begin to shift at the end of the dormant

season, both deacclimation potential is high (Ψdeacc > 0) and
warmer spring temperatures occur (maxkdeaccT > 0), thus result-
ing in net deacclimation (k�deaccT > 0). Based on this framework,
field cold hardiness can be described as

CHfield ¼
CHsummer þ Spring

Fall
Acclimation dt þ Spring

Fall
maxkdeaccT × Ψdeacc dt ;

[4]

where CHsummer is the cold hardiness of buds as they form in the
late summer and fall, likely a function of species or genotype;
Acclimation is a function of temperature where generally low
temperatures promote greater gains in cold hardiness but not
part of this study; and maxkdeaccT × Ψdeacc describes any deaccli-
mation occurring. Both acclimation and deacclimation portions
are functions of temperature, but outdoor temperatures are a
function of time; therefore, they are integrated over time (t).
Through these relationships, cold hardiness throughout the
winter can be predicted. In the fall, acclimation predominates,
leading to gains in cold hardiness; in the spring, deacclimation
predominates, leading to loss of cold hardiness. Additionally,
field budbreak is predicted to occur in the spring once CHfield =
CHBB, therefore connecting the dormant and growing seasons.

To test whether prediction of field budbreak was possible,
the time to run the path from maximum cold hardiness in the
field until the cold hardiness at budbreak was predicted using
only the temperature and chill relations established in growth
chamber experiments, without optimization procedures. For
this, CHmax and CHBB were used for each species and their
growth chamber–determined forcing (maxkdeaccT ) and chilling
(Ψdeacc) responses. In addition, a set acclimation rate (kacc) was
used for all species (limited to not increase observed CHmax)
(Materials and Methods). Therefore, cold hardiness in the field
is described here as

CHfield ¼ CHmax þ
ðSpring

Fall

kacc dt þ
ðSpring

Fall

maxkdeaccT

× Ψdeacc dt ; [5]

where the trajectory predicted was only that of the loss of cold
hardiness in the spring, allowing for reacclimation, and the pre-
dicted day of field budbreak occurred when CHfield = CHBB. In
this way, Eq. 5 predicts the path of cold hardiness loss in late
winter and spring, and based on this information, the date
when budbreak happens can be inferred (Fig. 9, Inset and SI
Appendix, Fig. S16).

The resulting relationship between predicted (using Eq. 5)
and observed budbreak for all 15 species used in this study
combined is BBpred = 1.98 + 1.01 × BBobserved (Fig. 9)
(adjusted r2 = 0.91, F1,13 = 148.1, P < 0.001), where BBobserved
is the day of 50% budbreak in the field. It is important to note
that 1) the only field-estimated parameter is CHmax, 2) there
was no optimization of parameters obtained from growth
chamber experiments (no training of the model), 3) the same
acclimation rate was used for all species, and therefore, 4) the
only input used for the model is the hourly temperature (and
chilling calculated from it). In addition, this model also pre-
dicts the cold hardiness of buds during the spring, which may
be important to identify damage prior to budbreak in the field.
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Fig. 8. Cold hardiness parameters for each species. (A) Maximum cold
hardiness (CHmax) observed in the 2019 to 2020 season (box plots; n = 10)
and cold hardiness at budbreak (CHBB; squares) for each species (the
dashed line shows the minimum temperature observed in the season for
an idea of safety margins). (B) Path length (jCHmax – CHBBj) to budbreak for
each species. AB, A. balsamea; AR, A. rubrum; AS, A. saccharum; CC, C. cana-
densis; CF, C. florida; CM, C. mas; FG, F. grandifolia; FM, Forsythia ×
‘Meadowlark’; KL, K. latifolia; LK, L. kaempferi; MG, M. glyptostroboides; PA, P.
abies; PN, P. nigra; PR, P. armeniaca; RC, R. calendulaceum.
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Discussion

As the world becomes progressively warmer, spring phenology
has continued to advance in time. However, the pace of
advance in time to budbreak appears to be decreasing. Climate
warming has led to shifts in chill accumulation (12, 28), where
decreases in chill have been speculated to counterbalance
increasingly warmer springs (28, 33, 64, 65). An effect that is
largely ignored, however, is that warmer winter temperatures
can also lead to less cold hardy buds. Here, changes in cold har-
diness are demonstrated to affect the path to budbreak and
thus, are an important but neglected dimension of spring phe-
nology. Most importantly, through the investigation of cold
hardiness dynamics, progression of dormancy is shown to be
very similar across a wide range of diverse woody perennial spe-
cies spanning the seed plant phylogeny. This suggests that clas-
sifications of low or high chill requirement are based mostly on
forcing response, failing to describe physiological differences in
dormancy.

Acknowledging Cold Hardiness in Phenological Models. This
study uses aspects of cold hardiness dynamics to make infer-
ences about budbreak phenology. This demonstrates the exis-
tence of a phenotype that is measured easily (although requiring
some instrumentation) and much more so than determination
of internal development of buds (e.g., refs. 66 and 67) and that
can be measured prior to any external development in budbreak
progression. In addition, cold hardiness dynamics clearly dem-
onstrate the negative relationship between chilling and forcing
(as plasticity) (15, 17, 33), indicating that this is not a measure-
ment artifact (2).
Here, phenological plasticity is demonstrated by the

maxkdeaccT × Ψdeacc interaction (SI Appendix, Fig. S17). As
a result, throughout the winter, growing degree day–like

accumulation changes; the same temperature has its effect mod-
ulated by how much chill has accumulated at any point in win-
ter. This has previously been reported in deacclimation rates for
Cornus sericeae (68) and several grapevine species (47), although
with much less detail. On typical GDD-based models, this
modulation by chilling is not dynamic; chill accumulation at a
certain date is used to dictate the coefficient multiplying
GDDs. However, an additional contribution to phenological
plasticity can be explained from the cold hardiness viewpoint.
Because cold hardiness must be lost through deacclimation to
reach budbreak, typical models would account for this through
accumulation of GDDs in a unidirectional manner. However,
reacclimation can and often occurs especially in late winter and
early spring (69), which would require negative GDDs. This is
possible from a modeling standpoint but would be wrong if
only based on the unidirectional concept of growth. Therefore,
by understanding the basis for budbreak from the cold hardi-
ness standpoint, for which positive and negative increments are
possible, physiologically accurate concepts and models can be
created that allow for these negative steps.

Based on the inclusion of cold hardiness modeling in plastic-
ity of plant responses, some inferences can be made about how
timing of budbreak can change. Previously reported variations
in budbreak timing and chill requirement for the same species
(especially if same genotype) in different latitudes or different
climates (15, 17, 20, 70) can arise from two factors: the cold
hardiness that is reached at any given location (depending
largely on the lowest temperatures experienced) (71) (SI
Appendix, Figs. S4 and S9) and differences in chill accumula-
tion (12). Alternatively, when different genotypes are compared
within the same environment (1, 15), differences in time to
budbreak can arise from different levels of cold hardiness or dif-
ferent rates of deacclimation. In warming experiments (10, 13),
higher temperature may lead to an expected higher rate of deac-
climation (i.e., higher T for maxkdeaccT in Eqs. 4 and 5) in
response temperature and a lower cold hardiness during the
dormant season (smaller path length) due to less acclimation,
but this may be somewhat balanced by lower chill accumula-
tion (lower Ψdeacc in Eqs. 4 and 5; SI Appendix, SI Text).

While a phenology prediction model is inferred, the objec-
tive of this work was to define cold hardiness dynamics parame-
ters for multiple species and to demonstrate how these are key
to link the dormant and growing seasons. Therefore, no quanti-
tative comparisons are made with other phenological models.
In addition, the equations used here are only suggested fits for
the measured experimental data rather than arbitrary expecta-
tions of what responses should be. Other models are available
for prediction of cold hardiness, but those use different sets of
estimates for endo- and ecodormancy phases and are mostly
based on measurements of field cold hardiness or on a few
experimental determinations of temperature effects (68,
72–77). Here, no assumptions regarding the qualitative phase
of bud dormancy were made. Instead, exhaustive measurement
of how cold hardiness is lost through weekly determinations
during two dormant seasons are used to show a quantitative
progression of dormancy (i.e., deacclimation potential—Ψdeacc)
rather than a simple division into endo- and ecodormancy
phases.

Nonetheless, the parameters obtained in this study for tem-
perature and chill responses resulted in good prediction of bud-
break in the field in a single year of observation (Fig. 9). The
robustness of this empirically based and yet, relatively simple
model is demonstrated by an rms error of 7.5 d for 15 species,
despite only four optimization iterations and only for
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Fig. 9. Evaluation of budbreak predictions based on cold hardiness dynam-
ics. Relationship between observed and predicted budbreak based on deaccli-
mation dynamics. The dashed line represents a 1:1 relationship; the full line
shows the calculated relationship: BBpredicted = 1.98 + 1.01 × BBobserved,
adjusted r2 = 0.91, P < 0.001. Horizontal error bars are the distribution of field
budbreak from 5 to 95%; vertical error bars are the estimated error of predic-
tion based on changes in initial cold hardiness (CHmax ± 2.5 °C). Inset shows an
example for A. balsamea for how budbreak is predicted. Predicted cold hardi-
ness (black line) starts at maximum cold hardiness (CHmax), and budbreak is
predicted (horizontal bar) when the cold hardiness prediction line crosses
cold hardiness at budbreak (CHBB; dashed line); circles show average mea-
sured cold hardiness, and the density plot at 0 °C shows observed field bud-
break. AB, A. balsamea; AR, A. rubrum; AS, A. saccharum; CC, C. canadensis; CF,
C. florida; CM, C. mas; FG, F. grandifolia; FM, Forsythia × ‘Meadowlark’; KL, K. lati-
folia; LK, L. kaempferi; MG, M. glyptostroboides; PA, P. abies; PN, P. nigra; PR,
P. armeniaca; RC, R. calendulaceum.
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acclimation rate—for which a single rate was used for all
species. Some error still arises from these parameters when
compared with the cold hardiness path they predict (e.g.,
C. canadensis in SI Appendix, Fig. S16). However, knowledge
of the shape of responses and general magnitude of the parame-
ters examined in this study under controlled conditions makes
it possible to optimize these to produce accurate field predic-
tions for both cold hardiness and budbreak (i.e., training of the
model). While it is clear that cold hardiness and deacclimation
describe two critical components needed to resolve and predict
budbreak, other environmental and biological attributes likely
influence the precision of these estimates. For example, the
actual temperature experienced by buds in the field is different
from that of air temperature. At night, radiative cooling can
decrease bud temperature below that of air; during the day,
solar radiation may increase temperature, while wind may work
to keep buds in equilibrium with air (41, 78, 79). Effects of
radiation on bud temperature may be especially relevant for
studies comparing species with buds several orders of magni-
tude difference in size, as in the present case.

Considerations on Forcing. Linear responses to temperature for
phenological responses have been widely used in the literature
ever since the concept of growing degree days was invented in
the eighteenth century (80). Here, the curvature in the response
of the rate of deacclimation to temperature results in residuals
that are similarly skewed for most species if a linear relationship
is used (as is generally the case); rates are underestimated at low
temperatures and overestimated at moderate temperatures (SI
Appendix, Fig. S18). It should be noted that previous works
have modeled this nonlinear response (here as a polynomial of
third degree) as a combination of an exponential and a logarith-
mic (47) or as a logistic response (2).
Nonlinearity of the forcing response has recently been sug-

gested as a source of error in studies of spring phenology (81).
Based on the relationship described here in Eq. 1, deacclima-
tion rates are a relative measurement of thermal sensitivity (2,
20, 70, 71, 82). Observations of declines in thermal sensitivity
(65) could, therefore, be arising from the seemingly exponential
increase in deacclimation rate responses to low temperatures,
leading into a linear phase of temperature response. The nonli-
nearity of response to temperature in deacclimation appears
most clearly in some genotypes (e.g., Forsythia × 'Meadowlark')
(Fig. 7). Measurements of deacclimation rates also show contri-
butions toward growth of low but above freezing temperatures
that would generally not be permitted to contribute to growing
degree day calculations (below base temperature) (e.g., ref. 14).
Here, those experiments were under a 0-h photoperiod, and it
is likely that increased day length could further increase the
contributions of these low temperatures (21, 39–44). The non-
linearity in response to temperature demonstrates that using
only the change in temperature (ΔT ) (15, 16, 71, 83) to pre-
dict future conditions may not be appropriate, although it is
possible that temperature fluctuations around where responses
are over- and underpredicted may result in good predictions.
The combination of differential cold hardiness in the field

and diversity in rates of cold hardiness loss also results in
uneven effects across species. The maxkdeacc22°C for Forsythia ×
‘Meadowlark’ is 9.5 °C d�1, whereas it is 0.6 °C d�1 for R. cal-
endulaceum. This means that, in a warm winter, if all plants
were 6 °C less cold hardy than usual but still reached maximum
chill accumulation, budbreak would change by less than a day
for Forsythia × ‘Meadowlark’ (6 °C d�1/9.5 °C d�1 = 0.63 d)
while decreasing by 10 d for R. calendulaceum at an air

temperature of 22 °C. These effects are further exacerbated at
common spring temperatures; the decrease in time to budbreak
with 6 °C less cold hardiness at an air temperature of 7 °C
would lead to only a 5-d decrease for Forsythia ×
‘Meadowlark’ (maxkdeacc 7 °C = 1.17 °C d�1), while that decrease
would be 25 d for R. calendulaceum (maxkdeacc 7 °C = 0.23 °C
d�1). Therefore, although both species are responding to
changes, their “responsiveness” measured by change in time to
budbreak would be perceived as different (84).

Including Cold Hardiness Can Improve Our Understanding of
Chilling. Chilling models are known to produce mixed results
across regions. Here, the chill portions (dynamic) model (54,
55) was used for convenience and based on evidence of better
transferability of findings across environments (85, 86). Fur-
thermore, calculated chill portions and Utah chill units (52)
have a correlation statistic higher than 0.995 in both years stud-
ied. However, many questions still remain regarding the tem-
peratures at which chilling occurs and therefore, that contribute
to advancing budbreak. Most chilling accumulation models do
not account for chilling at below-freezing temperatures, but
there is increasing evidence that they should (49, 50). It is pos-
sible that in some experiments, negative temperatures have led
to increases in cold hardiness (e.g., refs. 22 and 45) and thus,
longer paths to budbreak. Therefore, despite an increase in the
rate of deacclimation (more chilling, greater Ψdeacc, greater
k�deacc ), the time to budbreak may not decrease. Even when neg-
ative temperatures are shown to contribute to chilling, it is pos-
sible that this effect is still underestimated because of these
gains in cold hardiness.

Warm temperatures are also sometimes considered to con-
tribute to chilling [e.g., 15 °C (21)]. In this case, their effects
may be overestimated. While warmer temperatures may con-
tribute to chill accumulation, they do promote greater loss of
cold hardiness in buds than lower temperature (e.g., 11 °C vs.
2 °C in Fig. 4B). Therefore, they decrease the path length to
observe budbreak in these assays. Determining the cold hardi-
ness as buds are removed from chilling chambers in these
experiments can assign variation in time to budbreak to
increased chilling vs. decreased path length in assays.

Different temperatures have also been shown to contribute
differentially in terms of chilling across species (49, 50), which
would suggest that models should be species specific. In con-
trast, evidence here is provided that the diverse species included
in the study go through dormancy at a surprisingly similar pace
(SI Appendix, Fig. S13). Temperature treatments imposed by
Baumgarten et al. (50) may have had different effects in cold
hardiness of each species during the chilling. Especially, below-
freezing treatments may have promoted further acclimation of
some species more than others, thus altering the path length and
time to budbreak. This acclimation effect may have constituted
the source of interspecific variation observed or at least contributed
to it. Alternatively, variations in temperature in the field around
optimum temperatures for each species may have resulted in
homogeneous chilling for all species studied in the present work.

Considering all three scenarios (chilling by negative tempera-
tures, chilling by warm temperatures, and different effects
across species), it is clear that coupling cold hardiness measure-
ments of buds with chilling assays can help parse out error in
models resulting in nontranslatable results across regions. This
demonstrates the necessity for more empirical studies of dor-
mancy (11) combining cold hardiness with phenology. Future
experiments assessing effects of chilling treatments on cold har-
diness in controlled environments or determining the extent of
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cold hardiness in different environments will help elucidate
differences in chilling requirements observed across regions
and years for the same species and even genotypes within
species.

Implications of a Conserved Dormancy Progression. The pace
in our understanding of plant dormancy has been very slow.
The requirement of low temperatures to promote budbreak was
first presented early in the nineteenth century (87). However,
to this day experiments are being conducted to understand the
contributions of temperatures to chilling in order to improve
chill accumulation models. This is also true in terms of the
molecular understanding of dormancy; the mechanism behind
this important phenotype remains elusive (56, 57). Even the
mechanism of chemicals known to help overcome dormancy
and promote budbreak (i.e., hydrogen cyanamide) is yet to be
described (58). It is possible that this is due to the fact that
most studies compare species and genotypes with “low chill”
and “high chill” requirement based on time to budbreak (e.g.,
refs. 59–61). The results presented here suggest that those chill
requirements are mostly a result of a genotype’s response to
forcing (r = –0.78) and not different physiological stages of
dormancy. Therefore, genes described in these studies as related
to low or high chill phenotypes are potentially instead related
to phenotypes of faster or slower growth (e.g., ref. 88).
The same dormancy progression for all plants posited in the

present work does not change results seen in studies of local adap-
tation. Instead, the findings presented here provide empirical evi-
dence that the response to temperature, or forcing, is more
important than chilling in driving perceived differences in
phenology across species within the same environment (2,
15, 23, 47, 70). Environments with low chilling accumula-
tion tend to have warmer springs, and thus, the compensa-
tory effects between chilling and forcing come into effect
(maxkdeaccHigh T × ΨdeaccLow chil l ≈ maxkdeacclow T × ΨdeaccHigh chil l )
(SI Appendix, Fig. S17). Therefore, ambient spring temperatures
and rates of deacclimation must be high enough to compensate
for the lack of chill accumulation. However, if chilling is too low,
budbreak may take too long even at high temperatures. This can
be especially important for agricultural settings, where concen-
trated budbreak leading to synchronous flowering is important for
management practices. However, as shown here, the absolute time
to budbreak from these assays (compared with an arbitrary thresh-
old) actually provides little information by itself in terms of the
physiological stage of dormancy.
Several considerations can be made based on the sigmoid

shape of the dormancy response, measured here in the form of
Ψdeacc. The effect of chilling is quantitative, and therefore,
simply using qualitative determinations of endodormancy and
ecodormancy (48) for buds cannot accurately describe the pro-
gression of dormancy. Although budbreak can and does occur
at low chill accumulation, especially in those species with faster
deacclimation rates, there is a critical state of chilling required
before proper budbreak starts occurring (2). As an example,
taking almost 100 d to break bud at 22 °C (earlier collections
in Fig. 3 and SI Appendix, Fig. S10) would mean forfeiting
most of the growing season (89). Locations with mild chill
accumulation, such that they are in the linear portion of the
Ψdeacc sigmoid curve, will be most affected by climate warming,
whereas regions with high chill accumulation (8) may take
much longer before decreases in chilling produce sensible
results; a decrease from 100 to 75 chill portions would decrease
Ψdeacc by 0.2, whereas a decrease from 75 to 50 chill portions
reduces Ψdeacc by 0.4 for the average of all species in this study,

resulting in uneven decreases in temperature sensitivity. Within
a winter, this progression can lead to different increasing mag-
nitudes in the effect of unseasonal midwinter warmings (winter
weather whiplash) (90); the same amount of warming at 75
chill portions (Ψdeacc = 0.68) would cause more than double
the deacclimation than at 50 chill portions (Ψdeacc = 0.25; this
25–chill portion difference was a 4- to 5-wk difference in time
at the Arnold Arboretum in both years studied). Even if these
warming events do not lead to budbreak (CHfield < CHBB) and
potential spring frost damage (5), they could leave buds at risk
for “invisible” midwinter damage should temperatures drop
below cold hardiness of buds.

The same progression of dormancy for all plants observed
here suggests two potential qualities for the molecular regula-
tion of dormancy. One is that the chilling clock is an extremely
conserved mechanism or an extreme case of convergent evolu-
tion (91); in the panel evaluated here, both gymnosperms and
angiosperms, which diverged about 300 Mya, are represented
and showed almost no difference in deacclimation potential in
response to chilling (Fig. 6A). The second potential aspect is
that the molecular mechanism is simple in the sense that little
to no variation is possible within dormancy itself. There has
been some evidence presented in this sense; single or few gene
changes are able to completely disrupt dormancy from plants
(92, 93), which is deleterious in temperate environments.
Instead of variation in dormancy, the results presented here
suggest that the timing of budbreak in plants is regulated only
by differences in their cold hardiness and maximum rates of
cold hardiness loss. This suggests evolution acting on these
traits but not on the dormancy mechanism.

Contrary to the trend of studying plants in warmer environ-
ments, information for future adaptation was drawn here from
how plants survive the cold. Using the cold hardiness dynamics
phenotypes presented, clarity should arise from future studies
of the relationships of dormancy and temperature but also, of
other factors known to influence budbreak timing that were
not included here (e.g., photoperiod, water availability, and
wood porosity among others). It is clear that temperature
affects three, and not only two, aspects related to dormancy:
chilling, forcing, and cold hardiness. Plants in colder climates
become more cold hardy (71) and therefore, have a longer path
to budbreak than those in warmer climates. This status inter-
acts with the level of chill accumulation reached prior to spring
and the spring temperatures promoting forcing to result in
budbreak. Using Ψdeacc, investigation of chilling models may
yield better knowledge as to how temperatures contribute to
chilling accumulation and dormancy transitions in plants and
the overlapping temperature ranges of chilling and forcing (2).
Considering the consistent dormancy progression across a wide
range of species, contrasts between genotypes with low and
high chilling requirements need to be reevaluated from a cold
hardiness standpoint. Based on the findings presented here,
these “different” chilling requirement phenotypes actually
reflect inherently slower vs. faster deacclimation, less vs. more
cold hardiness, or a combination of both. The framework sug-
gested should be used to further investigate cold hardiness,
chilling, and forcing responses of different plant species (47);
genotypes within a species (1, 47); or even other taxa beyond
plants (19, 82). However, awareness of a single woody plant
response to chill accumulation should facilitate estimation of
other parameters for modeling of spring phenology. Based on
the broad range of species used, the impact of cold hardiness
dynamics on phenology is likely universal across plants present-
ing cold season dormancy: a keystone phenotype defining the
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dormant season that has been largely ignored but should be
included in future studies.

Materials and Methods

All material was collected from plants from the Arnold Arboretum of Har-
vard University located in Boston, MA (42°17'57”N, 71°07'22”W). The cli-
mate is a humid subtropical climate (Koeppen’s Cfa) in US Department of
Agriculture plant hardiness zone 6b [average annual extreme minimum
temperature: –17.8 °C to –15 °C (94)]. Bud material was collected from 15
species: balsam fir (A. balsamea), red maple (Acer rubrum), sugar maple
(Acer saccharum), Eastern redbud (C. canadensis), flowering dogwood
(Cornus florida), cornelian cherry (Cornus mas), American beech (Fagus
grandifolia), forsythia (Forsythia × ‘Meadowlark’), mountain laurel (Kalmia
latifolia), Japanese larch (L. kaempferi), dawn redwood (Metasequoia
glyptostroboides), Norway spruce (P. abies), apricot (Prunus armeniaca
‘Mikado’), Canadian plum (Prunus nigra), and flame azalea (R. calendula-
ceum). Cold hardiness of buds was evaluated using differential thermal
analysis (95). Effect of chilling accumulation was evaluated in loss of cold
hardiness (deacclimation) assays and time to budbreak assays, both
under the same forcing conditions (22 °C, 16-h day/8-h night). Deacclima-
tion rates were normalized to maximum within species, resulting in
deacclimation potential (Ψdeacc), which was modeled as a three-parameter
log logistic:

ΨdeacciðchillÞ ¼ d þ ð1�dÞ
.

1þ e½b ðlnðchilliÞ�lnðcÞ� , [6]

where the potential for deacclimation at the ith collection is a function of chilling
accumulation at the ith collection. Three estimates are thus obtained: d is the min-
imum deacclimation observed at all times (analogous to an intercept); b is the
slope associated with the log-logistic curve, where negative values indicate
increases in Ψdeacc as chill accumulation increases and greater magnitudes indi-
cate a higher slope; and c is the inflection point of the log-logistic curve and there-
fore, a chilling requirement–analogous measurement as the chilling required to
reach 50% of the maximum deacclimation rate. Effect of temperature was only
evaluated in deacclimation assays. A graphic description of data collection is pre-
sented in Fig. 10. Detailed information for Materials and Methods, including all
statistical analyses, is available in SI Appendix, SI Materials and Methods.

Data Availability. Cold hardiness measurements, time to budbreak measure-
ments, and code for analyses have been deposited in GitHub (https://github.
com/apkovaleski/dormancy_ArnoldArb) (96).

ACKNOWLEDGMENTS. I thank the Arnold Arboretum of Harvard University for
access to the living collections; the Putnam Fellowship Program of the Arnold
Arboretum for financial support; and R. L. Darnell, J. P. Londo, J. J. Grossman,
F. E. Rockwell, the laboratory of A. J. Miller, I. L. Goldman, M. G. North, and F. J.
Campos-Arguedas for comments on drafts.

−30

−20

−10

0

Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May

C
ol

d 
ha

rd
in

es
s 

(°
C

)

0.0

0.5

1.0

1.5

2.0

2.5

0 30 60 90 120
Accumulated chill (portions)

D
ea

cc
lim

at
io

n 
ra

te

−30

−20

−10

0

0 10 20 30
Time under forcing (d)

C
ol

d 
ha

rd
in

es
s 

(°
C

)

projection of 
deacclimation 
curve

CHBB

CH0

−30

−20

−10

0

Sep Oct Nov Dec Jan Feb Mar Apr May

C
ol

d 
ha

rd
in

es
s 

(°
C

)

slope = kdeacc
�

22 °C 

Effect of chill:
weekly collection of cuttings

10 cuttings reserved for 
budbreak observation at 
22 ºC, 16h day/8h night

cutting #10

cutting
#2

cutting 
#1

multiple cuttings used to 
measure deacclimation 
over time at 22 ºC, 
16h day/8h night for 
rate determination

…

CHfield

Effect of temperature:
one collection of 
cuttings per season

multiple cuttings 
separated in samples 
placed under several 
temperatures to measure 
deacclimation over time

higher temperatures produce 
greater deacclimation rates at 
same chilling accumulation

chilling 
accumulation during 
winter results in 
sigmoidal increase 
in deacclimation 
rates at same 
temperature

4 °C  22 °C 11 °C 15 °C 

one bud, one CH
measurement

0 10 20 30
Time under forcing (d)

k de
ac

c
�

(°
C

 d
ay

-1
)

Fig. 10. Schematic representation of the methods used to determine cold hardiness dynamics parameters. Overall, sampling is separated between those used
for the effect of accumulation of chill and the effect of temperature. In either case, cuttings are placed in cups of water to deacclimate within growth chambers,
and cold hardiness is measured over time to determine deacclimation rates. For the effect of chill, weekly collections were performed and all deacclimated at
22 °C. For the effect of temperature, one collection per season was performed, and cuttings were deacclimated at multiple temperatures (not all represented here).
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