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Popular	Drought	Indicators	
Meteorological	Indicators:	
Precipitation	(Rain	and	Snow)	
Temperature	and	Cloud	Cover	
Wind	Speed	and	Humidity	

Agricultural	Indicators:	
Soil	Moisture	
Crop	Health	(Color)	

Hydrological	Indicators:	
Streamflow	and	Baseflow	
Lake	and	Groundwater	Levels	

2. They are used to compute drought indices

Look for our other factsheets and educational 
modules on drought.gov and aaes.auburn.edu/wrc 
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Drought indicators are variables

used to describe drought conditions 

Drought Indices are computed numerical representations

of a drought’s intensity and/or potential drought impacts 

1. They are used to monitor and manage drought
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3. There are more than 150 drought indices published as of 2017 — examples shown below

4. Indices vary in complexity, skill, & usefulness

 What are drought indicators? (Continued) 

Information sponsored by: 

†The	U.S.	Drought	Monitor	is	available	at:	
droughtmonitor.unl.edu	

Percent	of	Normal	Precipitation	

Standardized	Precipitation	Index	(SPI)	

Palmer	Drought	Severity	Index	(PDSI)	

Some	Facts	About	Drought	Indices:	
• Most	drought	indices	are	meteorological	in	nature;

they	measure	atmospheric	drought	conditions.

• All	drought	indices	are	indicators	of	drought,	but
not	all	indicators	have	been	used	to	make	indices.

• The	five	most	popular	indices	include:	percent	of
normal	precipitation,	precipitation	deciles,	the
Standardized	Precipitation	Index	(SPI),	the	Palmer
Drought	Severity	Index	(PDSI),	and	the	United
States	Drought	Monitor	(USDM).

• The	USDM	is	a	popular	composite	drought	index;	it
represents	drought	based	on	a	host	of	indicators,
indices,	and	expert	interpretations	of	local	data.

This education factsheet was last updated October 2019 


