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Increasing the taxonomic resolution of fossil pollen identification is critical for advancing Quaternary paleo-
ecology to a point where species-specific ecologies can be addressed in the fossil record. Here, we determine
the critical morphological features that permit species-level differentiation of Alnus pollen, an abundant pol-
len type in Quaternary records from western North America. We examined over 21,000 pollen grains from
the region's three common alder species: Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata Regel, Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia Nut-
tall and Alnus rubra Bongard. Modern pollen samples were collected from 27 to 35 individual plants from
across the range of each species. Nine morphological traits were measured on 30 pollen grains from each
plant, and the number of pores was determined for an additional 200 pollen grains from each individual.
Nested ANOVA analyses suggest that for individual Alnus plants, pollen morphology appears relatively stable,
compared to variation between species. Statistically significant differences exist between the pollen of all
three alder species in most morphological traits, but there is a high degree of within-species variability and
between-species overlap in pollen morphology. Since no morphological trait on its own was sufficient for
pollen identification to species, classification and regression tree (CART) analysis was used to derive multi-
trait classification models. CART analyses show that A. rubra and A. viridis subsp. sinuata pollen can be differ-
entiated into two distinct morphotypes, analogous to species separation, based on annulus width, arci
strength, exine thickness and overall diameter. The intermediate pollen morphology of Alnus incana subsp.
tenuifolia prevents identification of Alnus pollen to species when all three species are present in the pollen
source area. This research lends support to paleoecological studies in western North America that have differ-
entiated Alnus pollen into two morphotypes and revealed distinct postglacial histories that are masked when
Alnus pollen are not differentiated.

© 2012 Elsevier B.V. All rights reserved.

1. Introduction

Pollen analysis is one of the most widely used tools in pal-
eoenvironmental science. It is the primary technique for determining
vegetation dynamics on long time scales, but also provides pal-
eoenvironmental records of changes in climate, hydrology, edaphic
conditions, and the impact of anthropogenic activity. The broad utility
of fossil pollen analysis relies on accurate and precise pollen identifi-
cation, and these identifications assume spatial and temporal stability
in pollen morphology. However, fossil pollen records often suffer
from low taxonomic resolution due to the difficulty in identifying
many pollen types beyond the family or generic level (Birks, 1993;
Seppä and Bennett, 2003). Given the large ecological differences be-
tween species within genera and between genera within plant fami-
lies, low taxonomic resolution constrains the paleoecological and
paleoenvironmental inferences that can be drawn from fossil pollen
analysis. The prevalence of important autoecological differences be-
tween species means that grouping pollen types by genus masks

species changes in reconstructions of paleovegetation dynamics, as
well as differential responses of congeneric species to changes in cli-
matic and environmental conditions (Finkelstein et al., 2006). Low
taxonomic resolution also hinders the field from answering questions
about species specific ecologies and interspecific interactions through
time (Flenley, 2003; Payne et al., 2011) and inhibits correlations be-
tween paleovegetation reconstructions and modern plant survey
data (Finkelstein et al., 2006).

In particular, improving the taxonomic resolution of Alnus pollen
identification in paleoecological records is important for a number
of reasons. Alder are important early seral species on landscapes un-
dergoing plant community succession (Connell and Slatyer, 1977;
Bormann and Sidle, 1990; Chapin et al., 1994; Titus, 2009) and are im-
portant indicator species for forest fire and ecosystem disturbance re-
gimes (Lantz et al., 2010). It is likely that alder played a similarly
important role in plant succession and ecosystem dynamics through-
out the late Quaternary period (Hu et al., 2001; Lacourse, 2009). Due
to their ability to fix atmospheric nitrogen, alder species facilitate the
establishment of conifers (Chapin et al., 1994), but interactions be-
tween specific alder and conifer species through time cannot be doc-
umented in fossil pollen records if alder pollen are only identified to
the generic level. In western North America, alder species are often
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integral components of plant communities and are ecologically dispa-
rate such that grouping them into a single taxonomic unit results in a
substantial loss of paleoecological information. For instance, the
coastal tree species Alnus rubra Bongard (red alder) is the largest
alder in North America and often forms extensive stands on open
coasts, wet slopes, and along lakeshores and riverbanks to a maxi-
mum elevation of 300 m (Douglas et al., 1998). Alnus incana subsp.
tenuifolia Nuttall (mountain alder) and A. viridis subsp. sinuata Regel
(green alder) have shrubby growth forms, but A. incana subsp. tenuifolia
is able to persist at higher elevations (to 3000 m) than A. viridis subsp.
sinuata or A. rubra (Douglas et al., 1998). These three alder species
also have substantial differences in life history and tolerance to shade,
drought, fire, waterlogging, and soil pH and texture (Niinemets and
Valladares, 2006; NRCS, USDA, 2011), as well as different forest associ-
ations (e.g., Gavin et al., 2005). Since Alnus can account for up to 80% of
fossil pollen assemblages in Quaternary sediments from western North
America (e.g., MacDonald and Ritchie, 1986; Hansen and Engstrom,
1996; Brown and Hebda, 2003; Lacourse, 2005; Lacourse et al., 2005),
differentiating the pollen of these three species could greatly increase
the taxonomic resolution of pollen records from this region and the pal-
eoenvironmental inferences that can be drawn from them. In eastern
North America, Mayle et al. (1993) showed that Alnus viridis subsp.
crispa (formally A. crispa) is an important indicator of Younger Dryas
cooling in fossil pollen records from Altantic Canada and highland
areas of New England. Additional studies that differentiate the pollen
of alder species are needed to maximize paleoecological and paleo-
climate information in Holocene reconstructions.

To date, no definitive method for species‐level identification has
been devised for fossil alder pollen from western North America.
The pollen morphology of alder from North America and Europe has
been described to a limited extent (Heusser, 1969; Richard, 1970;
Furlow, 1979; Mayle et al., 1993; Wittborn et al., 1996; Blackmore
et al., 2003), but the vast majority of paleoecological studies simply
group all pollen from alder species into their genus Alnus (e.g.,
Bryant and Holloway, 1985; Williams et al., 2004; Whitmore et al.,
2005; Minckley et al., 2008). Some Holocene paleoecological studies
from the Pacific coast of North America (e.g. Cwynar, 1990; Sugita,
1990; Gavin et al., 2001; Lacourse, 2005; Lacourse et al., 2007) have
separated alder pollen into two morphotypes, an Alnus rubra-type
and an Alnus viridis-type, and in one instance an Alnus incana-type
(Arsenault et al., 2007). These morphotype distinctions are based on
modern reference collections and morphological descriptions of
Alnus pollen from eastern North American and European studies,
where Alnus is also sometimes differentiated into two morphotypes
(e.g. Mayle et al., 1993), or on limited examination of overall pollen
size and interporal concavity in western North America (Heusser,
1969).

Previous studies used multi-trait classification methods such as
discriminant function analysis to identify a suite of morphological
traits with which to identify fossil pollen to species (e.g., Birks and
Peglar, 1980; Hansen and Engstrom, 1985). Recent studies have
used multi-trait classification and regression trees (CART) to differen-
tiate the pollen of Picea (Lindbladh et al., 2002) and Pinus (Barton et
al., 2011) species. CART analysis can provide a more powerful statisti-
cal approach than discriminant function analysis when comparing
morphological traits that overlap between species (Breiman et al.,
1984; Lindbladh et al., 2002). CART models can also incorporate
rank and ordinal data, which is not the case with discriminant func-
tion analysis, as this technique assumes that multivariate data are
from a normal distribution with common covariance (Breiman et al.,
1984). Here, we use over 21,000 modern pollen grains from the three
common alder species in western North America (i.e., Alnus rubra,
A. viridis subsp. sinuata, and A. incana subsp. tenuifolia) to determine if
it is possible to identify Alnus pollen to species in Quaternary sediments.
We did not include A. rhombifoliaNuttall in this study because its range
is more or less limited to southern Oregon and California.Wemeasured

10pollenmorphological traits for each of the three alder species. Nested
ANOVA and other statistical analyses were used to identify statistically
significant differences between species. Classification and regression
trees (CART) were then used to create amulti-trait identificationmeth-
od for differentiating Alnus pollen.

2. Materials and methods

2.1. Pollen sample collection and preparation

Modern pollen samples from across the range of all three alder spe-
cies (Fig. 1) were collected from herbaria (Supplementary Table 1). A
total of 93 individual alder plants were sampled: 35 pollen samples
were collected for Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata (Fig. 2A), 27 for A. incana
subsp. tenuifolia (Fig. 2B) and 31 for A. rubra (Fig. 2C). Botanical nomen-
clature follows the Flora of North America Editorial Committee (1993+).
Male catkins were prepared for light microscopy using standard tech-
niques (i.e., acetolysis) and unstained pollen were mounted in 2000 cs
silicone oil (Fægri and Iversen, 1989; Bennett andWillis, 2001). Silicone
oil was used because it remains fluid after mounting and other media
such as glycerine can cause changes in pollen size and shape (Andersen,
1960; Whitehead, 1961; Fægri and Iversen, 1989; Mäkelä, 1996).

2.2. Morphological measurements

The morphological traits assessed for each pollen grain were cho-
sen based on published identification keys and morphological
descriptions of alder pollen in eastern North America and Europe
(Richard, 1970; Furlow, 1979; Mayle et al., 1993; Kapp et al., 2000;
Blackmore et al., 2003) and on informal criteria used by palynologists
when separating fossil alder pollen into two morphotypes, an
A. rubra-type and an A. viridis-type. Five quantitative morphological
traits were measured on each pollen grain: diameter, arci width,
exine thickness, and annulus width and height (Fig. 2D). Annulus
area was derived for each pollen grain based on annulus height and
width. For traits where multiple measurements were possible on
one grain (e.g., there are up to six arci on any given pollen grain),
multiple measurements were taken and then averaged across an indi-
vidual pollen grain. Three qualitative morphological traits were also
assessed on each pollen grain. Arci strength was assigned a relative
rank from 0 (arci not visible) to 5 (very prominent, robust arci). The
overall protrusion of the annulus was scored on a scale from 1 (annu-
lus flush with the exine) to 3 (annulus protruding substantially from
the exine). Overall grain shape when a pollen grain is lying on its
isolpolar axis was assessed as concave, convex or mixed based on
the inward curvature of the exine between the pores on each pollen
grain. These six quantitative and three qualitative traits were deter-
mined on 30 pollen grains from each individual alder plant. The num-
ber of pores was also counted on an additional 200 pollen grains per
individual alder plant. In total, 21,390 pollen grains are included in
this dataset. All measurements were made under oil immersion at
1000× magnification using Zeiss AxioVision 4.7.1 (Carl Zeiss
MicroImaging, 2008), which includes a measurement interface that
allows individual morphological traits to be measured to two deci-
mal places (0.00±0.02 μm). All measurements were made on pollen
grains that were lying flat on their isopolar axis.

2.3. Statistical analyses

Due to the hierarchical sampling design (i.e., pollen samples are
from only one of the three alder species and pollen grains are from in-
dividual alder plants), nested ANOVA analyses were performed for
each quantitative trait to test the null hypothesis that means do not
differ between the three alder species. The nested model allows for
partitioning of the total variability in each morphological trait into
components explained by each of the nested factors i.e., between
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species and between individuals within a species. As more than one
catkin per individual plant was used, within catkin variability is not
assessed. A Bonferroni correction was applied to each pair-wise
nested ANOVA model to adjust the p-value for multiple comparisons
and decrease the probability of Type I errors. ANOVA model signifi-
cancewas set atα=0.05. The amount of variation in eachmorphological

trait attributable to a given nested factor was also determined as percent
variance for each full ANOVA model. To assess the degree of overlap in
morphological traits between species, Mann–Whitney U two-way com-
parisons were performed between each of the three alder species for
each quantitative trait. As per Clegg et al. (2005), the resulting U statistic
was scaled by themultiplier (2/n1n2), where n1 and n2 are the number of

Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia Alnus rubra

Fig. 1. Species range maps for Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata (green alder), Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia (mountain alder) and Alnus rubra (red alder). Circles represent pollen sample
locations, though some cannot be seen due to overlap in sample location. Distribution map source: Thompson et al. (1999).

Fig. 2. Isopolar views of (A) Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata, (B) Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia, and (C) Alnus rubra pollen at 1000×magnification under oil immersion. Isopolar view (D) of a sim-
plified 5-pored convex alder pollen grain showing the five measured morphological traits.
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pollen grains included in the dataset for each species. The resultingU sta-
tistic gives a quantitative measure of variable distribution overlap, with
0 indicating no overlap in trait distribution and 100 indicating complete
overlap. The statistical significance of interspecific differences in arci
strength, annulus protrusion, grain shape and pore number was tested
using Wilcoxon rank-sum tests. Statistical analyses were performed
using R (R Development Core Team, 2007).

Classification and regression tree (CART) analysis was used to de-
vise multi-trait classification methods for identifying alder pollen to
species. CART uses recursive partitioning of independent variables
to create a binary decision tree that is conceptually similar to a stan-
dard dichotomous identification key (Breiman et al., 1984). Graphical
output consists of a tree encompassing internal binary nodes that co-
incide with specific splitting variables and threshold values, and ter-
minal nodes that unify data into a specific class (i.e., a species). The
probability of correct classification for each specific terminal node is
quantified via the number of correctly classified cases within that
node. Total model classification error is a function of misclassification
across the terminal nodes. The tree that results from CART modelling
is pruned to minimize cross-validation error and avoid over-fitting
via an assessment of model complexity parameters i.e., tree nodes
that over-fit data are removed until the decision tree is of an optimal
size and misclassification cost is minimized (Breiman et al., 1984;
Therneau et al., 2009). Pollen classification begins at the top of the
tree. If the internal splitting variables are true for an individual pollen
grain, then the right branch is followed. If the criterion is not met, the
left branch is followed until end nodes and species classifications are
reached.

A classification tree including all three alder species was grown using
all quantitative morphological traits as well as arci strength and pore
protrusion as model inputs. To determine the accuracy of the resulting
decision tree, a randomly selected test set of 30% of the data was held
in reserve and used to test model predictions. To assess the possibility
of identifying pollen in regions where only two of the three species co-
occur, two species classification trees were also built for A. rubra and
A. viridis subsp. sinuata, and for A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. incana
subsp. tenuifolia. Again, 30% test sets were held in reserve. Two further
CART models were derived for the three species and the A. rubra and
A. viridis subsp. sinuata datasets, but with qualitative traits excluded.
CART analysis was performed using the ‘Rpart’ package (Therneau et
al., 2009) in the R statistical environment (R Development Core Team,
2007). As CART derived decision trees can be unstable i.e., small changes
in the data used to create the tree can result in changes in important
splitting variables (Sutton, 2005), random forest analysis was used to
create an overall ranked list of morphological trait importance and to
support CART models for species identification. Random forest models
generate large quantities of bootstrapped trees via random sampling
and classify data input by combining the results of all generated trees.
Ranking of morphological trait importance for classification is a function
of each trait's mean Gini decrease. Random forest modelling was per-
formed using the ‘randomForest’ package (Liaw andWiener, 2002) in R.

3. Results

3.1. Alnus pollen morphology and variability

Despite different ecologies, life history traits and species ranges,
the pollen morphology of the three western North American alders
is very similar (Fig. 2). Alder pollen appear psilate, i.e. with no exine
ornamentation, when observed under standard light microscopy,
but scanning electron microscopy reveals that alder pollen are finely
scabrate (Blackmore et al., 2003). Alder pollen range in diameter
from 16.2 to 30.1 μm, with almost complete overlap between the
three species (Table 1). Alder pollen are stephanoporate with three
to six annulate pores (Table 2) arranged equatorially (Fig. 2), with
the endexine detached from that of the pores, forming a vestibulum.
Pores tend to protrude with each surrounded by exine thickening
(an annulus) that is 1.4–4.1 μm in height and 4.7–10.2 μm in width
(Table 1). The overall shape is oblate (i.e., two flattened sides oppo-
site each other) and often there are thickened, curved bands (arci)
connecting the pores. The strength of the arci varies in all three
alder species and grains with no visible arci occur in all three species
(Table 2). For all of the quantitative traits, the smallest mean dimen-
sions occur in Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata and the largest occur in
A. rubra (Table 1; Fig. 3). Mean values for A. incana subsp. tenuifolia
are intermediate across all quantitative traits. However, there is ex-
tensive overlap in morphological traits between all three species
(Tables 1 and 2; Fig. 3).

3.2. Morphological trait comparisons between Alnus species

Qualitative morphological traits and the number of pores per pol-
len grain vary within each alder species, but most alder pollen are 4-
or 5-pored (Table 2). The number of pores differs significantly be-
tween A. incana subsp. tenuifolia and each of the other two species
(p=b0.001 for both pair-wise comparisons), but not between
A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra. Pore protrusion is also variable,
with moderate protrusion (class 2) most common in all three species
(Table 2), but no statistically significant differences were found be-
tween the three alder species in this trait. However, the pollen of
the three alder species differ significantly in arci strength (A. viridis
subsp. sinuata and A. incana subsp. tenuifolia, p=0.006; A. viridis
subsp. sinuata and A. rubra, p=b0.001; A. incana subsp. tenuifolia
and A. rubra, p=0.002) with arci less pronounced in A. viridis subsp.
sinuata than in the other two species (Table 2). Statistically significant
differences in overall shape also exist (A. viridis and A. incana subsp.
tenuifolia, p=0.002; A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra, p=b0.001;
A. incana subsp. tenuifolia and A. rubra, p=0.001). Overall shape varies
in all three species with most A. rubra having a convex shape (Table 2).
However, considerable intraspecific variability in these qualitative traits
indicates that none of the traits on their own are sufficient for dis-
tinguishing the pollen of these three alder species.

Table 1
Summary of quantitative morphological traits for the pollen of each alder species.

Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata
n=1050

Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia
n=810

Alnus rubra
n=930

Morphological trait Mean±SEa Min Max Mean±SE Min Max Mean±SE Min Max

Arci width (μm) 1.57±0.02 0.00 2.69 1.67±0.01 0.00 2.78 1.82±0.01 0.00 2.90
Annulus width (μm) 7.03±0.02 4.73 9.27 7.51±0.03 4.72 10.19 7.86±0.02 5.84 9.97
Annulus height (μm) 2.67±0.01 1.51 4.09 2.86±0.01 1.43 4.02 2.88±0.01 1.88 3.99
Annulus area (μm2) 18.79±0.12 8.66 37.51 21.67±0.14 9.22 39.45 22.84±0.14 11.80 34.45
Exine thickness (μm) 1.91±0.01 1.17 3.11 2.04±0.01 1.33 3.24 2.11±0.01 1.31 3.37
Diameter (μm) 22.08±0.06 16.22 28.83 22.95±0.06 16.73 28.28 23.99±0.06 18.39 30.05

a SE=standard error of the mean.
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Nested ANOVA models comparing morphological traits between
species indicate that there are statistically significant differences in
pollen morphology both between and within species (Table 3;
Fig. 3). This general trend of statistically significant differences is con-
sistent across all quantitative morphological traits with the exception
of annulus height, which does not differ significantly between
A. rubra and A. incana subsp. tenuifolia. Between species variation ac-
counts for 74.4–91.4% of total model variance for all quantitative

traits, with variation within species and variation within individual
plants accounting for the remaining 8.6–25.6% of variation (Supple-
mentary Table 2). The low amount of variation within individual
plants, relative to the variation between species, suggests that indi-
vidual alder plants produce pollen that is morphologically similar.
This contrasts with the morphometric results of Clegg et al. (2005)
who found that morphological variation within individual Betula
plants accounted for between 30.1 and 49.1% of the total variation.

Table 2
Percentage of Alnus pollen grains classified as each qualitative morphological trait.

Morphological trait Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata
n=1050

Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia
n=810

Alnus rubra
n=930

Number of poresa

3 0.3 0.9 0.5
4 22.5 47.8 23.4
5 70.3 49.4 72.4
6 6.9 1.8 3.6

Pore protrusion
1 15.4 12.0 14.7
2 51.1 47.9 52.4
3 33.4 40.1 32.9

Arci strength
0 6.0 4.3 1.3
1 10.3 4.1 1.7
2 26.5 17.5 9.5
3 27.6 27.4 19.1
4 22.8 29.8 36.9
5 6.9 16.9 31.5

Pollen shape
Concave 26.9 12.2 5.7
Mixed 46.2 44.4 31.2
Convex 26.9 43.3 63.1

a For the number of pores, n=8050 for A. viridis subsp. sinuata, n=6210 for A. incana subsp. tenuifolia, and n=7130 for A. rubra.
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Fig. 3. Box plots showing within-species variability and between-species overlap for each quantitative morphological trait in Alnus pollen: (A) annulus width, (B) diameter,
(C) annulus area, (D) exine thickness, (E) arci width, and (F) annulus height. Solid lines bisecting each box plot represent the trait median for that species across all samples.
Box edges mark the first and third quartiles. Whiskers extend to the smallest and largest non-extreme data points. Species are A. viridis=Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata;
A. incana=Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia; and A. rubra=Alnus rubra.
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Scaled U statistics indicate extensive overlap in morphological traits
between all three alder species. The greatest amount of morphologi-
cal overlap occurs between A. rubra and A. incana subsp. tenuifolia
(71.1–98.0%) and the least amount of overlap between A. rubra and
A. viridis subsp. sinuata (37.2–64.6%), again reflecting the intermedi-
ate morphological position of A. incana subsp. tenuifolia relative to
the other two species (Table 3). This trend is consistent across all
quantitative morphological traits as well as arci strength and overall
pollen shape. While there are statistically significant interspecific dif-
ferences in mean values for most traits, the large amount of intraspe-
cific morphological variability as well as the interspecific overlap in
morphology precludes the use of mean values for pollen identifica-
tion to species. As with the qualitative morphological traits, none of
the quantitative traits can be used on their own for identifying alder
pollen to species.

3.3. Multi-trait CART models for identifying fossil alder pollen to species

CART analysis provides a multi-trait method for identifying alder
pollen. The full CART model derived for all three alder species clas-
sifies pollen grains based on annulus width, arci strength and exine
thickness (Fig. 4A). Model accuracy is 89.1% and 61.0% for A. viridis
subsp. sinuata pollen and A. rubra pollen, respectively; however, of
the A. incana subsp. tenuifolia pollen used to create the decision
tree, only 5.5% are classified accurately (Table 4). Total model classi-
fication error is 44.6%, which is explained in part by the mis-
classification of A. incana subsp. tenuifolia pollen as both A. rubra
and A. viridis subsp. sinuata. When model classification accuracy is
tested using the 30% test set (Table 4), 89.8%, 3.3% and 58.8% of
A. viridis subsp. sinuata, A. incana subsp. tenuifolia and A. rubra pollen
are classified to species correctly. The intermediate morphology of
A. incana subsp. tenuifolia pollen prevents the model from accurately
classifying pollen from this species, which in turn inflates overall
model classification error. Misclassification and high model error are
even more pronounced if the CART model is built using only

quantitative traits. This decision tree classifies pollen solely on the
basis of annuluswidth and classifies pollen as either A. rubra or A. viridis
subsp. sinuata i.e., classification accuracy for A. incana subsp. tenuifolia is
0%.

The two species CART model for A. viridis subsp. sinuata and
A. incana subsp. tenuifolia failed to separate these two species:
model accuracy for A. incana subsp. tenuifolia is only 46% and 55% of
test set pollen grains of this species are misclassified as A. viridis
subsp. sinuata. However, the two species CART model for separating
A. rubra and A. viridis subsp. sinuata is reasonably successful as differ-
entiating these two species. This CART model uses annulus width and

Table 3
Summary results of nested ANOVA analyses for each quantitative morphological trait.

Pair-wise
comparisonsa

Nested
comparison
(between
species)

Nested
comparison
(within species)

U Statistic (U)(2/n1n2)

F-ratio p‐value F-ratio p‐value Overlap (%)

Arci width
V–I 38.64 b0.001 5.90 b0.001 79.2
V–R 232.21 b0.001 6.01 b0.001 57.1
I–R 67.43 b0.001 7.54 b0.001 78.9

Annulus width
V–I 277.02 b0.001 15.72 b0.001 67.1
V–R 969.77 b0.001 9.75 b0.001 37.2
I–R 157.51 b0.001 15.93 b0.001 73.5

Annulus height
V–I 182.38 b0.001 10.39 b0.001 72.3
V–R 257.98 b0.001 9.84 b0.001 64.6
I–R 1.56 0.213 9.92 b0.001 98.0

Annulus area
V–I 340.39 b0.001 16.62 b0.001 65.1
V–R 780.12 b0.001 13.10 b0.001 44.5
I–R 48.38 b0.001 16.22 b0.001 84.6

Exine thickness
V–I 153.74 b0.001 15.93 b0.001 74.5
V–R 394.92 b0.001 13.43 b0.001 56.7
I–R 44.37 b0.001 18.24 b0.001 86.5

Grain diameter
V–I 161.98 b0.001 23.63 b0.001 74.8
V–R 924.46 b0.001 19.00 b0.001 42.5
I–R 230.48 b0.001 20.31 b0.001 71.1

a V=Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata, I=Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia, R=Alnus rubra.
Significant p‐values are in bold.

A

B

C

Fig. 4. CART derived decision tree for the simultaneous classification of (A) Alnus viridis
subsp. sinuata, Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia and Alnus rubra pollen, and (B) Alnus viridis
subsp. sinuata and Alnus rubra pollen with all quantitative traits and arci strength and
pore protrusion are model input. Shown in (C) is the CART model for separating Alnus
virdis subsp. sinuata and Alnus rubra built using quantitative traits only. Morphological
splitting variables and threshold values occur at each internal node. Terminal nodes indi-
cate species classification and the within-model probability of correct classification.
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arci strength to differentiate A. rubra and A. viridis subsp. sinuata pol-
len (Fig. 4B). Model and test set accuracy for A. viridis subsp. sinuata
and A. rubra classification are improved compared to the three species
CART model (Table 4). The model classifies A. viridis subsp. sinuata
pollen most accurately, with 90.2% of pollen grains used in creating
the model correctly identified and 91.7% of test set grains classified
accurately. Model classification for A. rubra pollen is less accurate at
61.8%, with 58.8% of Alnus rubra test set grains classified accurately.
Total model error is reduced to 23.1%, compared to 44.6% in the
three species CART model.

To determine the model that best differentiates A. viridis subsp.
sinuata and A. rubra pollen, CART analysis was also performed with
all qualitative traits excluded. This model classifies 83.5% of A. viridis
subsp. sinuata and 67.7% of A. rubra pollen correctly (Table 4), on
the basis of annulus width, exine thickness and diameter (Fig. 4C).
Test set pollen classification is comparable to model prediction, with
82.6% and 70.6% of A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra test grains
classified correctly. In general, the CART identification methods for
distinguishing A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra pollen are
supported by random forest analysis, with annulus width and overall
diameter ranked as the two most important traits for distinguishing
the pollen of these species (Supplementary Table 3).

4. Discussion

4.1. Alder pollen identification

What is most clear from the morphometric analyses on alder
pollen is that no morphological trait on its own is sufficient for
species-level pollen identification. There are statistically significant

differences in the pollen morphology of all three species, but given
the substantial degree of overlap in morphological variability be-
tween species, these differences in mean trait values are not particu-
larly useful for identifying fossil pollen. Instead, the pollen
morphologies of the three alder species form a morphological contin-
uum, where A. viridis subsp. sinuata pollen are the smallest across
traits, A. rubra are the largest, and A. incana subsp. tenuifolia are inter-
mediate (Table 1; Fig. 3). A comparison of mean trait values and/or
reliance on one or a few morphological traits is insufficient when
attempting to differentiate the pollen of these three alder species.

CART analysis produces a multi-trait method for pollen identifica-
tion by defining important morphological traits and threshold values
for these traits. In doing so, CART analysis provides a better tool for
classification of alder pollen than is possible by examining individual
morphological traits in isolation. However, the classification error for
A. incana subsp. tenuifolia was over 90% in the three species CART
model (Fig. 4A, Table 4) and 100% in a model that excluded qualita-
tive morphological traits. As the morphology of A. incana subsp.
tenuifolia pollen is intermediate between the other two species, mor-
phological overlap is extensive enough to prevent CART models from
defining appropriate trait thresholds by which to classify A. incana
subsp. tenuifolia pollen. Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia pollen cannot
be reliably distinguished from that of the other two species.

The intermediate pollen morphology of A. incana subsp. tenuifolia
does not reflect the genetic relatedness of these three species of Alnus.
The A. incana species complex and A. rubra both fall within the Alnus
subgenus in the broader genus Alnus, whereas A. viridis subsp. sinuata
is part of the phylogenetically distinct Alnobetula subgenus (Chen and
Li, 2004). These phylogenetic patterns are not reflected in pollen mor-
phology. Changes in pollen morphology are likely driven by within-
range selection pressures related to plant–pollinator interactions,
climate, and/or other factors (e.g., Ejsmond et al., 2011).

Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia does not currently occur along the
Pacific coast of North America (Fig. 1), so a method for distinguishing
pollen of the other two Alnus species is useful for increasing the tax-
onomic resolution of Quaternary pollen records from this region.
With A. incana subsp. tenuifolia excluded, CART analyses provide ro-
bust solutions for the separation of pollen from A. rubra and A. viridis
subsp. sinuata, both of which are common along the north Pacific
coast (Fig. 4). CART classification accuracies for the two species
models range between 61.8 and 91.7% (Table 4), results that are com-
parable or better than CART classification accuracies for species of
Picea (Lindbladh et al., 2002) and Pinus (Barton et al., 2011). The
two species CART models are appropriate for differentiating alder
pollen only when it can be safely assumed that A. incana subsp.
tenuifolia has not occurred in the pollen source area at any time
over the period of record. Small, light seeds are characteristic of
Alnus, as is the ability to disperse rapidly, particularly along water-
ways. These life history characteristics combined with substantial
changes in climate (Wright et al., 1993; Williams et al., 2004) suggest
that large shifts in the late Quaternary ranges of alder species oc-
curred along the Pacific coast of North America. However, while
A. incana subsp. tenuifolia macrofossils (e.g., seeds) have been found
in northern locations such as northern Yukon (Matthews, 1975), no
macrofossils of this species have been found in late Quaternary sedi-
ments along the Pacific coast, where A. rubra and A. viridis subsp.
sinuata macrofossils are common (e.g., Cwynar, 1987; Wainman and
Mathewes, 1987; Lacourse et al., 2007). Therefore, it is unlikely that
A. incana subsp. tenuifolia occurred along the Pacific coast during
the late Quaternary in conjunction with the other two species of
alder. It is possible that alder species that do not currently occur in
the region were present in the past. For instance, Alnus rhombifolia,
currently native to southern Oregon and California (Thompson et
al., 1999), may previously have had a more northern distribution
(Furlow, 1979; Reinink-Smith, 2010), in which case its pollen would
confound species identification. Furthermore, studies ofmodern pollen

Table 4
Three species and two species CART classification accuracies for model and test set
pollen.

A. Three species CART model (Fig. 4A)

Alnus
viridis
subsp.
sinuata
(N=700)

Alnus
incana
subsp.
tenuifolia
(N=540)

Alnus rubra
(N=620)

Identified as Data n % n % n %

A. viridis subsp. sinuata Model 624 89.1 336 62.2 224 36.2
Test set 314 89.8 174 64.6 119 38.5

A. incana subsp. tenuifolia Model 10 1.5 30 5.5 18 2.8
Test set 9 2.6 9 3.3 8 2.7

A. rubra Model 66 9.4 174 32.3 378 61.0
Test set 27 7.6 87 32.1 183 58.8

B. Two species CART model (Fig. 4B)

Alnus viridis
subsp. sinuata
(N=700)

Alnus rubra
(N=620)

Identified as Data n % n %

A. viridis subsp. sinuata Model 631 90.2 237 38.2
Test set 321 91.7 128 41.2

A. rubra Model 69 9.8 383 61.8
Test set 29 8.3 182 58.8

C. Two species CART model (quantitative traits only) (Fig. 4C)

Alnus viridis
subsp. sinuata
(N=700)

Alnus rubra
(N=620)

Identified as Data n % n %

A. viridis subsp. sinuata Model 584 83.5 200 32.3
Test set 289 82.6 91 29.4

A. rubra Model 116 16.5 420 67.7
Test set 61 17.4 219 70.6

21L. May, T. Lacourse / Review of Palaeobotany and Palynology 180 (2012) 15–24



Author's personal copy

distributions show that alder pollen are routinely blown far outside the
boundaries of current species ranges, travelling distances in the hun-
dreds of kilometres (MacDonald and Ritchie, 1986; Fægri and Iversen,
1989; Mayle et al., 1993; Whitmore et al., 2005). For these reasons,
the absence of A. incana subsp. tenuifolia and reliable discrimination of
A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra pollen must be assumed with cau-
tion, especially in areas close to modern range limits.

If the absence of A. incana subsp. tenuifolia pollen can be safely as-
sumed, then separation of A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra pollen
can be achieved via CART modelling (Fig. 4B, C). Even with A. incana
subsp. tenuifolia excluded, CART models are not able to differentiate
A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra pollen in all cases (Table 4). We
recommend that the two species CART models be used for separating
A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra pollen into twomorphotypes that
are analogous to species separation and representative of their shrub
vs. tree growth forms. In general, these results are similar to those of
Clegg et al. (2005), who found that pollen of congeneric Betula spe-
cies, the closest relatives to Alnus (Navarro et al., 2003), could not
be identified to species, but could be separated into ‘tree birch’ and
‘shrub birch’ pollen based on differences in pore depth and pore-
diameter ratio.

The two species CART model built using all morphological traits
isolates A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra pollen based on annulus
width and arci strength (Fig. 4B), whereas the two species CART
model built using only quantitative traits separates the two species
based on annulus width, exine thickness and diameter (Fig. 4C). Ac-
cordingly, we propose criteria for morphotype separation that com-
bines the most important quantitative and qualitative traits:
individual alder pollen should be classified as A. viridis‐type if they
have an annulus width b7.5 μm, arci that are weak to moderate in
strength (1–3), an overall diameter of b23 μm, and exine thickness
b1.9 μm, otherwise pollen are classified as A. rubra‐type. Overall
shape may be useful for assigning fossil pollen grains to A. rubra‐
type, as A. rubra has a much higher proportion of convex pollen
than A. viridis subsp. sinuata (Table 2). If opposing group qualifiers
are met for an individual pollen grain, then it should be classified as
‘Alnus undifferentiated’. The traits identified as important for the sepa-
ration of alder pollen into an A. viridis‐type and an A. rubra‐type support
the morphological differences recognized previously by palynologists
separating alder pollen into two morphotypes in western North
America (e.g. Lacourse, 2005) as well as eastern North America (e.g.
Mayle et al., 1993). Using the number of pores per alder pollen grain
to differentiate species, which has been suggested as a possible identifi-
cation method by Reinink-Smith (2010), is not supported by our large
dataset (n=21,390) andwas similarly rejected as amethod for separat-
ing alder species in fossil pollen records by Hansen and Easterbrook
(1974).

4.2. Implications of alder pollen identification for paleoecological studies

Identifying fossil alder pollen as A. viridis‐type or A. rubra‐type is
valuable for paleoecological reconstructions because it allows for the
distinction between tree (A. rubra‐type) and shrub alder (A. viridis‐
type) in areas where A. incana subsp. tenuifolia is not present such as
along the north Pacific coast of North America. This distinction, while
primarily associated with growth form, also reflects important ecologi-
cal and functional life history differences: in addition to obtaining a larg-
er adult height, A. rubra has a longer lifespan, larger seed mass, lower
cold tolerance, and higher shade and drought tolerance than A. viridis
subsp. sinuata (Lacourse, 2009). Separating the pollen of these two
taxa is therefore important for enhancing our understanding of Holo-
cene plant community dynamics in western North America.

The ability to distinguish the pollen of different species in fossil re-
cords is especially important when species have differential responses
to environmental conditions and differing ecologies (Finkelstein et al.,
2006), as is the case for A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra along the

north Pacific coast. While most paleoecological studies from this region
have not identified alder pollen past the generic level, studies that have
separated alder pollen into morphotypes show that A. viridis and
A. rubra have different postglacial histories (e.g. Cwynar, 1990;
Lacourse, 2005) and forest associations (Gavin et al., 2005). Lacourse
(2005, 2009) demonstrated that individual alder species had strong
temporal associations with different conifers on northern Vancouver Is-
land following the last glaciation: A. rubra‐type pollen increased in
abundance during the expansion of Picea sitchensis and then decreased
and increased alongwith this conifer through the Younger Dryas,wheras
A. viridis‐type pollen was closely associated with the arrival and dynam-
ics of other conifers i.e., Pinus contorta and Tsuga mertensiana. A similar
association occurs between A. rubra‐type and Pseudotsuga menziesii pol-
len in Holocene lake sediment records from coastal Oregon (e.g., Long et
al., 2007). These patterns suggest that A. rubra and A. viridis subsp. sin-
uataplayeddifferent roles in facilitating the establishment of conifers fol-
lowing the last glaciation that are consistent with modern successional
trends (e.g., Chapin et al., 1994). However, the distinct postglacial histo-
ries for the two species of alder as well as their interactions with conifer
populations are lost when Alnus pollen are not differentiated. More
paleoeclogical studies that differentiate A. viridis‐type and A. rubra‐type
pollen are needed so that these types of species interactions can be inves-
tigated on long ecological timescales. In some instances, increased taxo-
nomic precision in fossil pollen analysis may also permit separation of
exogenous drivers of Holocene ecosystem change such as climate from
endogenous processes such as succession and competition (Flenley,
2003).

5. Conclusions

This research demonstrates clearly that no morphological trait can
be used on its own to distinguish the pollen of the three common
alder species in western North America. Despite statistically significant
differences in mean values, the pollen morphology of each species is
highly variable across traits, with a large degree of morphological over-
lap between species. The intermediate morphology of Alnus incana
subsp. tenuifolia prevents the pollen of this species from being distin-
guished from that of the other two species, and pollen of the two
shrub alders, A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. incana subsp. tenuifolia,
also cannot be differentiated. However, the method derived from our
large dataset confirms that individual alder pollen can be assigned to
one of two morphotypes (i.e., A. rubra‐type and A. viridis‐type), analo-
gous to species separation, where and when A. incana subsp. tenuifolia
is absent. Multi-trait CART modelling provides trait thresholds for dif-
ferentiating A. viridis subsp. sinuata and A. rubra pollen into these eco-
logically relevant morphotypes. The principal morphological traits
that distinguish these two pollen morphotypes are annulus width, arci
strength, exine thickness, and diameter. Given the intermediate mor-
phology of A. incana subsp. tenuifolia pollen, thesemorphotype identifi-
cations should only be used in regions where it can be safely assumed
that A. incana subsp. tenuifolia has been absent from the pollen source
area for the entire period of record e.g., in coastal British Columbia. Dif-
ferentiating fossil Alnus pollen using this morphotype method will
greatly enhance the taxonomic resolution of Quaternary pollen records
from the north Pacific coast and the paleoecological and pal-
eoenvironmental inferences that can be drawn from them.
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Supplementary Table 2: Nested ANOVA results and variance component analyses comparing the six quantitative morphological 
traits between all three alder species (Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata, Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia, and Alnus rubra). See Table 3 of the 
main paper for F-ratios and P-values for species pair-wise comparisons. 

Quantitative Trait and  
Source of Variance df 

Sum of 
Squares 

Mean 
Squares 

Variance 
Componenta 

% 
Variance 

Arci width (µm)      
Between species 2 31.90 15.95 0.4850 74.4 
Within species  90 80.93 0.90 0.0250 3.8 
Within individual plants 2696 382.85 0.14 0.1420 21.8 
Annulus width (µm)      
Between species 2 371.18 185.59 5.8158 91.4 
Within species  90 477.42 5.30 0.1637 2.6 
Within individual plants 2696 1043.40 0.39 0.3870 6.1 
Annulus height (µm)      
Between species 2 30.02 15.01 0.4516 77.6 
Within species  90 90.16 1.01 0.0303 5.2 
Within individual plants 2696 268.49 0.10 0.1000 17.2 
Annulus area (µm2)      
Between species 2 8635.40 4317.70 133.7310 89.0 
Within species  90 15483.00 172.04 5.3603 3.6 
Within individual plants 2696 30268.00 11.23 11.2270 7.5 
Exine thickness (µm)      
Between species 2 20.99 10.50 0.3132 80.5 
Within species  90 71.49 0.79 0.0247 6.3 
Within individual plants 2696 136.27 0.05 0.0510 13.1 
Grain diameter (µm)      
Between species 2 1781.80 890.87 27.3703 89.1 
Within species  90 3815.50 42.39 1.3457 4.4 
Within individual plants 2696 5435.40 2.02 2.0160 6.6 

a Variance explained by each nested factor 



Supplementary Table 3: Random Forest derived mean Gini decrease and morphological trait importance for each model. Models 
shown are those based on Alnus viridis subsp. sinuata and Alnus rubra; Alnus incana subsp. tenuifolia is excluded.  

 
Quantitative & 

Qualitative Traits 
Quantitative 
Traits Only 

 (OOBa =21.3%) (OOB=24.6%) 
Trait Gini Rank  Gini Rank 
Annulus width 139.73 1 242.01 1 
Grain diameter 122.76 2 207.93 2 
Annulus area 99.62 3 138.31 5 
Arci width 84.26 4 138.58 4 
Arci strength 82.13 5 - - 
Exine thickness 80.04 6 163.07 3 
Annulus height 60.53 7 95.66 6 
Pore protrusion 19.28 8 - - 

a Out of bag error rates 


