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The biodiversity and ecosystem functioning (BEF) relationship is expected to
be scale-dependent. The autocorrelation of environmental heterogeneity is
hypothesized to explain this scale dependence because it influences how
quickly biodiversity accumulates over space or time. However, this link
has yet to be demonstrated in a formal model. Here, we use a Lotka–Volterra
competition model to simulate community dynamics when environmental
conditions vary across either space or time. Species differ in their optimal
environmental conditions, which results in turnover in community composition. We vary biodiversity by modelling communities with different
sized regional species pools and ask how the amount of biomass per unit
area depends on the number of species present, and the spatial or temporal
scale at which it is measured. We find that more biodiversity is required to
maintain functioning at larger temporal and spatial scales. The number of
species required increases quickly when environmental autocorrelation is
low, and slowly when autocorrelation is high. Both spatial and temporal
environmental heterogeneity lead to scale dependence in BEF, but autocorrelation has larger impacts when environmental change is temporal. These
findings show how the biodiversity required to maintain functioning is
expected to increase over space and time.

1. Introduction
†
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Biodiversity change arising from the loss and gain of species is now understood
to affect many ecosystem processes, such as primary and secondary production,
that together define how ecosystems function [1]. To date, our understanding of
how biodiversity change affects ecosystem functioning (i.e. the so-called biodiversity and ecosystem functioning relationship, or BEF) is founded on tests
of theory with controlled experiments and field observations conducted at relatively small scales of space and time [2]. However, recent research has found
that the effects of biodiversity change on ecosystem functioning are scaledependent [3–5]. As a consequence, the slope of the BEF relationship (i.e. the
© 2021 The Author(s) Published by the Royal Society. All rights reserved.

2. Methods
We used numerical simulations of Lotka–Volterra competitive
communities to explore how the relationship between biodiversity (as species richness) and ecosystem functioning (as
total community biomass), hereafter the BEF relationship,
depends on the spatial or temporal scale at which it is measured
(figure 1).
We used two different scenarios to explore BEF scaling in
time and space:
(i) a spatially variable scenario of 80 patches arranged along a
spatial environmental gradient, with no temporal change
in environmental conditions; and
(ii) a temporally variable scenario of one patch that experiences
temporal fluctuations in environmental conditions over
80 time steps.
We chose 80 as our maximum spatial or temporal scale of
interest because it is large enough to incorporate substantial
environmental heterogeneity while remaining computationally
tractable. Changing this maximal scale has little impact on our
results (electronic supplementary material, figures S2 and S3)
as long as this scale is sufficient to allow for environmental
heterogeneity to result in variation in community composition.
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autocorrelation defines high (low) rates of change in environmental conditions over short durations or distances
resulting in rapid (slow) decay in environmental similarity.
Environmental autocorrelation affects many properties of communities and ecosystems: Vasseur & Yodzis [16] found
environmental time series to be autocorrelated, with aquatic
environments more so than terrestrial environments. Theory
and experiments have demonstrated that population
extinction probabilities [21,22], as well as many aspects of
population [23–25] and community structure [26] and
dynamics [15,27,28], are strongly modulated by environmental
autocorrelation. Similarly, the effects of biodiversity on the
mean and temporal variability of ecosystem functioning (e.g.
biomass production) depend markedly on the degree of autocorrelation of environmental conditions because it sets the rate
of species turnover [15,29,30]. However, this research did not
address how environmental autocorrelation affects BEF
relationships at different spatial and temporal scales.
Here, we ask how environmental heterogeneity and its
autocorrelation in space and time cause the BEF relationship
to change with the spatial or temporal scale at which it is
observed. We tested three hypotheses: H1—the number of
species required to maintain ecosystem functioning will
increase with spatial scale because species vary in the conditions in which they are productive; H2—the degree of
scale dependence in BEF will depend on the degree to
which environmental autocorrelation (i.e. high versus low
autocorrelation) mediates turnover in species composition;
and H3—the degree of scale dependence in BEF will
depend on whether environmental autocorrelation is temporal or spatial. This is because, in the absence of strong
dispersal, the composition of a community is more likely to
depend on the previous conditions experienced rather than
on the conditions in adjacent habitats [20]. We addressed
these hypotheses by simulating landscapes of many communities
with
Lotka–Volterra
dynamics
driven
by
environmental heterogeneity in space and time, and where
autocorrelation is controlled.
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rate at which function changes with biodiversity) will depend
on the spatial and temporal scales over which it is measured.
This scale dependence is important to consider for understanding the effects of biodiversity change on the
functioning of ecosystems and on the services they provide
to society [6].
Early research, conducted primarily on small spatial scales
and over short durations, identified two ways in which
biodiversity affects ecosystem functioning—complementarity
effects and selection effects [7]. Complementarity effects
emerge from niche differentiation and facilitation among
species and lead to improved performance of species assemblages, compared with what would be expected based on
the performance of monocultures of the component species.
Selection effects arise when the species that perform well
in monoculture also come to dominate (i.e. have high
abundance) mixed-species assemblages. These two effects
are known to drive ecosystem functioning to have a positive
but decelerating relationship with increasing diversity
within assemblages [8]. An important open question is how
these mechanisms support the emergence of BEF relationships
across ecological communities spanning larger and longer
spatial and temporal scales [2].
Long-term experiments are revealing that the slope of the
BEF relationship can vary with environmental context across
sites and through time [5,9–12]. Indeed, the longer the length
of the interval of time or space, the more likely we are to find
new species contributing to ecosystem processes in different
environments. This effect is largely driven by environmental heterogeneity (the degree of dissimilarity in environmental
conditions, e.g. temperature, pH, nutrients, etc.) among sites,
or between time points, which sets the scale of species turnover
(i.e. beta diversity) [13–15]. Compositional turnover in response
to environmental heterogeneity can be considered a form of
complementarity, when different species contribute to ecosystem functioning in different conditions [16]. Turnover in
species composition across space, or over time, owing to environmental heterogeneity is predicted to lead to BEF relationships at
large spatial scales or long temporal scales that diverge from the
BEF relationships which are observed at small and short scales
[3]. Factors mediating the rate of community turnover in the distribution of species are, therefore, predicted to determine how
the BEF relationship varies with scale.
Despite the importance of environmental heterogeneity
in determining community turnover, to date, relatively
little theory has assessed whether environmental heterogeneity can explain scale dependence in the BEF relationship
[2,17]. We address this important gap herein. Previous
theory identified how community turnover could make the
BEF relationship scale-dependent [3] but did not provide
a mechanistic link between community turnover and environmental heterogeneity. Spatial turnover arises because species’
distributions are restricted and patchy. Factors explaining the
patchiness of species distributions and biomass include dispersal limitation and environmental heterogeneity [18,19].
In turn, patchiness in species’ occupancy and productivity
will govern where and when different species contribute to
ecosystem functioning. Likewise, temporal turnover arises
through colonization and extirpation dynamics that are
driven by temporal environmental change, interactions
between species, and dispersal [20].
Environmental autocorrelation describes the rate of decay
in environmental similarity in time or space [16]. Low (high)
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Figure 1. We investigated how the form of the BEF relationship (i.e., slope and asymptote) changes depending on the spatial and temporal scale at which it is
measured. We used a model governed by Lotka-Volterra dynamics. In (a) each black circle represents a community (or ‘patch’), at different spatial locations or
moments in time. For each community, we fit a Michaelis-Menten function to the relation between average biomass and species richness to estimate the half
saturation constant (b), i.e. the number of species required to produce 50% of the biomass ( parameter bi). The four curves represent BEF relationships at different
scales. The black curve is the BEF obtained in a single patch at a single moment (i.e. scale = 1). The other curves are obtained by aggregating data from N
neighbouring communities (or time points for temporal scenarios). In (c), we then plot the change in bi—the half saturation of the BEF relationship—as a function
of scale. We repeated this procedure for three different levels of environmental autocorrelation (see example environmental sequences in (d); γ = 0, 1, 2 respectively), which we hypothesized to govern the rate of turnover of species richness through time or across communities. This procedure allowed us to assess how the
slope and asymptote of the scaling relationship changed with environmental autocorrelation.

(a) Environmental heterogeneity

(c) Community dynamics

In each scenario, we contrasted three levels of autocorrelation in
environmental heterogeneity, low, medium and high. We define
these levels of autocorrelation based on the inverse power law
1/fγ [31], where γ corresponds to the level of autocorrelation
(low = 0, medium = 1 and high = 2; figure 1d). Sequences of
environmental heterogeneity corresponding to these three levels
of autocorrelation were generated using the phase.partnered function in the synchrony R package [32]. These sequences defined
how environmental conditions varied across space in the spatial
scenarios and across time in the temporal scenarios. All three
levels of autocorrelation had a mean value of 0.5 and a standard
deviation of 0.25, so that local conditions, as defined by envx(t),
are approximately in the range of 0–1.

The temporal dynamics of the abundance of each species depend
on both the density-independent rate of growth (equation (2.1))
and density-dependent competition between species [20]:

(b) Species responses to environmental heterogeneity
We considered a global pool of 100 species which differed in
their environmental optima zi. These optima were evenly distributed between −0.2 and 1.2, which covers the range of optima
where species could have positive growth for any environmental
condition included in our environmental sequences. The match
between this environmental optimum and local conditions,
envx(t), of the patch x in which species i is present, determines
its density-independent rate of growth, rix(t):
2

rix (t) ¼ rmax e((zi envx (t))=2s) ,

ð2:1Þ

where σ is equal to 0.25 and rmax = 5 is the maximum densityindependent growth rate, which occurs when the local environmental conditions match the species environmental optimum,
i.e. zi = envx(t).

Nix (t þ 1) ¼ Nix (t)

1þ

rix (t)
,
PS
j¼1 N jx (t)aij

ð2:2Þ

where Nix(t) is the biomass of species i in patch x at time t. The per
capita competition coefficients, αij, determine the strength of intraspecific αii and interspecific αij density-dependent competition. We
set all values of intraspecific competition αii to 1 and draw values of
αij from a uniform distribution between 0 and 0.25. An important
assumption is that intraspecific competition is stronger than interspecific competition. Without this assumption, a positive local BEF
relationship would not emerge [20,33]. Because we assume that all
species have equal rmax and equal intraspecific competition αii,
all species have equal carrying capacity when experiencing optimal environmental conditions. However, our sensitivity analyses
show that our results are robust to variation in intraspecific competition (electronic supplementary material, appendix 2). We assume
that there is no dispersal between patches, but that there is dispersal from an external species pool (electronic supplementary
material, appendix 1).

(d) Environmental sequences
We used the exact same 80 step environmental sequences for both
our spatial and temporal scenarios. We ran the spatial simulations
for 150 time steps, in order to allow the communities to reach
equilibrium and then based our analysis on the community composition in the final time step. For the temporal simulations, we

(e) Simulations

(i) for each patch x and species i, update the biomass according to equation (2.2) (given the environment at time t);
(ii) if in any patch a species from the seeded species pool, S*,
has a biomass value lower than 0.05, we consider it to be
lost from that patch and set its biomass to zero;
(iii) record the identity of all species that are present in each
patch as well as their summed biomass; and
(iv) reintroduce all lost species in all patches, by setting their
biomass values to 0.035 (below our extinction threshold).
(v) Update the time (t = t + 1), and go back to step (i); continue until the final time step is reached.
For a description of the rationale of the specific decisions in
the model and the simulations, see the electronic supplementary
material, appendix 1.

(f ) Estimating the biodiversity and ecosystem
functioning relationship at multiple scales
We refer to scale as the number of time steps (in the temporally
variable scenario) or the number of patches (in the spatially variable scenario) used to evaluate the BEF relationship. In each
simulation, we calculated the cumulative biomass and species
richness at all scales, from one patch to all 80 patches when examining scaling in space, or from 1 time step to 80 time steps when
exploring scaling in time. We did this by aggregating patches in
space or across time steps sequentially to increase the grain, or
‘scale’. We, for example, aggregate five sequential time steps or
patches to evaluate the BEF at a scale of 5 and calculate species
richness and the cumulative biomass (figure 1). The sequential
aggregation ensured that we maintained the spatial structure of
the environment as we combined patches or time points. In all
cases, we start at the final time step or patch and aggregate previous or adjacent time steps and patches. We performed this
aggregation at all spatial and temporal scales from 1 to 30 patches
(times), every two scale grains from 32 to 40, and then every five
scale grains from 45 to 80. Then, at each spatial or temporal

3. Results
(a) Compositional turnover and species richness
The degree of environmental autocorrelation in either space
or time determines the rate of compositional turnover.
Compositional turnover, between neighbouring patches or
time points, is high when environmental heterogeneity is
uncorrelated (γ = 0) and decreases as the environmental autocorrelation increases (figure 2a–c for space and d–f for time).
This compositional turnover leads to an increasing but saturating relationship between species richness and scale
(figure 3a,b). Species richness increases and saturates fastest
with scale when environmental heterogeneity is uncorrelated
(γ = 0) because the full range of environmental conditions is
encountered over short scales of space or time. These
increases in species richness with scale are slower in autocorrelated environments (γ > 0) because short scales tend to only
include a subset of environmental conditions. Species richness saturates at a slightly lower level when autocorrelation
is high (γ = 2), because these environmental sequences tend
to include fewer extreme values compared with when autocorrelation is lower. Species richness increases faster with
spatial scale (figure 3a) compared with the temporal scale
(figure 3b) because communities are at static equilibrium
with respect to the environment in the spatial scenario but
not in the temporal environment. This non-equilibrium
state in temporally changing environments results in a lag
in how quickly species richness accumulates.

(b) Cumulative biomass by scale
Biomass accumulates with scale additively and so the average
biomass per patch or time point does not depend on the
number of patches or time points considered. Because
communities are independent in space, the average biomass

4
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We considered three different levels of environmental autocorrelation for each of the spatially and temporally varying scenarios. This
resulted in a total of six environmental sequence types. For each
environmental sequence type, 100 different randomizations of the
sequence and species interactions αij were considered. For each
individual environmental sequence, we ran the simulation with
potential levels of species richness from 1 to 100 species. We did
this by selecting a random subset, S*, of the full 100 potential
species corresponding to the level of potential biodiversity. Each
patch was initialized with all S* species, each with a biomass of
1. By running each environmental sequence with different numbers
of species seeded into the simulation, S*, we were able to contrast
different levels of species richness and thus determine the relationship between biodiversity and community biomass [sensu 34,35].
After initialization, we ran the simulation for T time steps, including all burn-in and sampled time steps (T = 150, 149 burn-in and
1 sampled time step in spatial scenario; T = 160, 80 burn-in
and 80 sampled for temporal scenario) for spatial (temporal),
performing the following actions in each time step:

scale, we contrasted values of biomass and species richness from
simulations with different species pool sizes but using the same
sequence of environmental heterogeneity. We then used a Michaelis–Menten function [36] to estimate the relationship between
species richness and average cumulative biomass (figure 1b):
Bi ¼ (Si ai )=(Si þ bi ), where Bi is the total biomass at scale i, Si is
the species richness, ai is saturation level for biomass at scale i,
and bi is the number of species required to sustain half that asymptotic level of biomass (see dotted lines in figure 1b). Higher levels
of b indicate that a greater number of species are required to maintain a given amount of biomass (e.g. yellow curve in figure 1b). To
make it possible to determine whether biomass is accumulating
linearly across space and time, we used the average biomass
across all patches or time points considered. This averaging changed the asymptote of the BEF relationship that we observed but
did not change the estimated number of species required to maintain biodiversity (i.e. the half saturation richness). Note that this is
different from Thompson et al. [3] who estimated the slope of the
BEF relationship (the rate at which log biomass increases per log
species) instead of the half saturation richness. All simulations
and analyses were performed in R v. 3.6.1 [37] (available at
https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4174454).
The critical tests of our hypotheses are thus: H1—that the
half saturation constant b of the BEF relationship increases with
spatial or temporal scale; H2—that the degree to which b changes
with scale depends on the autocorrelation of the environment;
and H3—that b increases with scale at a different rate when
environmental change is temporal versus spatial.

royalsocietypublishing.org/journal/rspb

preceded the sampled environmental sequences with an 80 time
step burn-in sequence with the same level of autocorrelation.
This burn-in sequence was not used in our analysis but allows
the simulations to reach a dynamic equilibrium (i.e. no temporal
trend in the average species richness and community biomass;
electronic supplementary material, figure S1). For details on this
burn-in sequence, see the Generating the temporal burn-in sequence
section in the electronic supplementary material, appendix 1.
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Figure 2. Spatial (a–c) and temporal (d–f ) turnover in community composition as a function of environmental autocorrelation ((a,d ) low, (b,e) medium and (c,f ) high).
The red line shows the environmental value in a given patch (a–c) or time point (d–f ), while the black points show the species that are present ( positioned on the yaxis according to their environmental optima). Results from a single representative run of the model, with 100 potential species. (Online version in colour.)
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Figure 3. Species richness versus spatial scale (a) and temporal scale (b). Colour indicates the γ value of the degree of autocorrelation of environmental heterogeneity. Lines represent the mean and bands represent the interquartile range across 100 replicate simulations with the full species pool. (Online version in colour.)

does not depend on how environmental conditions are autocorrelated across space (figure 4a–c). However, the degree
of temporal autocorrelation does influence the average biomass that is produced (figure 4d–f ). Biomass is higher
when environmental conditions are temporally autocorrelated because species sequential environmental conditions
allow species to establish and increase in abundance.
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(c) The biodiversity−ecosystem functioning relationship
and scale
The half BEF saturation richness bi increases with both spatial
and temporal scales (figures 4 and 5). This means that more
species are required to sustain the same amount of biomass per
unit area or time over larger scales compared with smaller scales.
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environmental autocorrelation. To make the BEF curves visually comparable we use biomass per unit area (or unit of time). Environmental autocorrelation is different
between panels ((a,d ) low (γ = 0), (b,e) medium (γ = 1) and (c,f ) high (γ = 2)). Colour indicates the scale at which the BEF relationship is observed (darker =
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species used in the simulations (i.e. each data point is the value from a single simulation run with a different number of initial species S*). Vertical lines show the
mean value of the half saturation constant, estimated separately at each scale of observation. Data based on 100 replicate simulation runs. (Online version in colour.)

When environmental conditions vary across space, the
degree of autocorrelation has no effect on community composition or biomass at local scales, and so b1 (at the single patch
scale) has nearly the same value (approx. 8.5; figure 5a) in all
cases. But the rate at which bi increases with scale depends on
the degree of environmental autocorrelation, with the fastest
increases when environmental autocorrelation is low (i.e.
fastest when γ = 0, slowest when γ = 2). This is because
more species are required to maintain productivity under
the high heterogeneity encountered over small spatial scales
when the environment varies randomly. But over larger
spatial scales, a greater range of environmental conditions
is encountered, regardless of the degree of environmental
autocorrelation, and so bi saturates at roughly the same
level (approx. 13.5; figure 5a) in all cases. This result is
highly dependent on our assumption that a similar range of
environmental conditions experienced over large or long
scales is the same, regardless of the degree of autocorrelation.
When environmental heterogeneity is across time, it
impacts communities at short time scales. The local scale bi is
greatest in randomly varying environments (b1 = 9.3 when
γ = 0) and lowest in environments with high autocorrelation
(b1 = 8.1 when γ = 2; figure 5). This is because overall biomass
is reduced by random temporal environmental heterogeneity
(figure 4) since species never experience sustained environmental conditions and so cannot build up abundance.
Therefore, more species are required in order to buffer the
wide range of environmental conditions experienced through
time. As with spatial heterogeneity, the rate at which bi
increases depends on the degree of temporal environmental

autocorrelation, with the fastest increases when environmental autocorrelation is low (i.e. fastest when γ = 0, slowest
when γ = 2). However, for temporal heterogeneity, bi saturates
at higher levels when the environment is random compared
with when it is autocorrelated. This is owing to the same
effect of temporal environmental heterogeneity in species
performance that impacts the local scale bi.

4. Discussion
We have found that the relationship between biodiversity
(here the number of species) and ecosystem functioning
(here total community biomass) persists at large spatial
scales, but that the strength of the relationship changes with
spatial and temporal scale when the environment varies.
We have shown that the autocorrelation of environmental heterogeneity defines the strength of scale dependence in the
BEF relationship. Simply put, a greater number of species is
required to reach the same level of ecosystem functioning
over larger spatial and temporal scales if there is more environmental heterogeneity at those larger scales. [2] Indeed, the
degree of autocorrelation in environmental conditions determines how quickly this species turnover occurs and thus
how quickly the number of species required to maintain ecosystem functioning increases with scale. Thus, the scale
dependence in the BEF relationship is driven by the rate of
species turnover that is required to maintain functioning
across locations that differ in environment conditions [2].
Further, the number of species required to maintain function
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increases fastest with scale when environments have low
autocorrelation because a wide range of conditions are
encountered over relatively short spatial or temporal scales.
In our model, complementarity and selection effects both
contribute to the positive BEF relationship, but their relative contribution shifts with scale. At the small or short scales where
species interactions play out, complementarity occurs because
intraspecific competition is stronger than interspecific competition (i.e. resource complementarity) [33]. At these scales,
selection effects occur because species that are well suited to
the abiotic environment produce more biomass than those that
are poorly suited. Over larger or longer scales, when environmental conditions vary, these selection effects switch to being
spatial or temporal complementarity effects as different species
contribute to functioning in different environments [38].
The degree of environmental autocorrelation is a key
determinant of species turnover and thus how quickly the
number and composition of species varies with spatial or
temporal scale [26]. When environmental conditions are
autocorrelated, conditions are similar over small spatial or
temporal scales, so that the full range of environmental
conditions is only found over large spatial scales. Thus, compositional turnover is low and the number of species required
to maintain ecosystem functioning increases relatively slowly
with scale. By contrast, low autocorrelation results in fast
environmental change, and so compositional turnover is
fast. In general, we expect the scale of compositional turnover
to be set by distance and environmental autocorrelation
[26,39,40]. Differences in composition turnover between
plant and animal communities is probably linked to the
scales over which they move and experience environmental
autocorrelation in the conditions that affect fitness [34].
These general qualitative findings are consistent when considering scaling across space or time, but some quantitative
differences emerge for space versus time. Differences between
results for time versus space are owing to the fact that spatial
and temporal environmental heterogeneity affects whether
communities are at static equilibrium with respect to the
environment, which we discuss in more detail below.

(a) Comparing biodiversity and ecosystem functioning
scaling arising from heterogeneity in space versus
time
Although spatial and temporal environmental heterogeneity
both result in similar changes in the BEF relationship with
scale, they have different impacts on community turnover,
which has implications for how we can detect the contributions of space and time to the scaling of BEF. This is
most evident over small and short scales (figure 3). These
differences between space and time arise because of the
way that spatial versus environmental changes affect
whether communities are at static equilibrium with respect
to environmental conditions.
The composition of a community at a given time depends
greatly on its previous composition, and so communities are
unlikely to be at static equilibrium with respect to a temporally varying environment. When environmental change
is fast (i.e. autocorrelation is low; figure 2e) communities
tend to track the averaged conditions. Thus, communities
contain species at lower abundances because the environment is rarely ideal for them (figure 3d), and the species
that do persist are those that are suited to average environmental conditions. When conditions change more slowly
(i.e. autocorrelation is high; figure 2f ), the community composition tracks environmental conditions but ‘lags’ behind
because there is compositional inertia [15]. By contrast,
when the environment is constant through time, but varies
across space, each site is at equilibrium with respect to its
local environment, regardless of the degree of autocorrelation
(figure 2a–c).
In addition to driving different rates of biodiversity turnover, spatial and temporal environmental heterogeneity also
impact the BEF relationship in different ways because they
affect the levels of ecosystem functioning that are maintained
at a given level of species diversity. By holding communities
away from their static equilibrium, temporal environmental heterogeneity decreases the average biomass that is
maintained in the communities compared with when
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(a)

This work provides theoretical predictions that can be tested
empirically, in the laboratory with microcosm experiments,
or in controlled surveys and experiments in the field where
environmental gradients can be modified or controlled over
extended spatial and temporal scales. At larger scales,
remote sensing data can be used to link processes, such as primary production (on land or in the oceans), to turnover in
taxonomic and functional diversity caused by shifting spatial
and temporal environmental gradients obtained from global
weather networks. Palaeodata may also present an opportunity to assess BEF scaling over thousands of years of
historical change in community composition [35]. Each of
these approaches offers a different way to test our theoretical
predictions, either by exploiting existing environmental gradients or manipulating them to change the scales over which
environments are experienced by different assemblages.

(c) Model assumptions and caveats
Our sensitivity analyses (electronic supplementary material,
appendix 2) show that our main conclusion—that environmental heterogeneity should lead to a greater number of
species being required to maintain a given level of ecosystem
functioning at larger and longer scales—is robust to the specific
assumptions that we have made in our model. However, there

5. Conclusion
Overall, this research formalizes the theoretical expectation
that environmental heterogeneity should cause the relationship between biodiversity and ecosystem functioning to
depend on the spatial or temporal scale at which it is
observed. Our results suggest that at small scales, relatively
low levels of biodiversity can sustain ecosystem functioning,
but that we need to preserve biodiversity because high levels
are necessary to maintain functioning over larger and longer
scales where environmental heterogeneity is greater. Because
environmental heterogeneity drives the BEF relationship, our
results also demonstrate that the relationship between
BEF and scale depends on the degree of autocorrelation of
environmental conditions.
This theory can help us to predict how human activities—
which are changing the composition and diversity of
ecological communities [41], as well the range, heterogeneity,
and autocorrelation of environmental conditions that they
experience [42,43]—should impact the relationship between
BEF from local to global scales [6].
Data accessibility. All code to run the simulations and analyses is available at: https://doi.org/10.5281/zenodo.4174454.
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(b) Testing this theory

are three assumptions to which our findings are probably sensitive. The first is that species differ in the environmental
conditions in which they are most productive. Without this
condition, environmental heterogeneity would not result in
community turnover. The second is that species contribute to
ecosystem functioning in proportion to their abundance or biomass. This is key, as environmental heterogeneity drives
variation in abundance in our model, and thus functioning.
The third assumption is that dispersal is not so high as to
homogenize communities across space. If dispersal is so high
as to homogenize communities across space, then the diversity
of the community would be constant across scales and the BEF
relationship would be scale invariant [13,20]. We discuss the
implications of these assumptions in greater detail in the
electronic supplementary material, appendix 3.

royalsocietypublishing.org/journal/rspb

heterogeneity is across space (figure 4). Previous research
noted this and found that temporally autocorrelated environments generate low-frequency and time-lagged fluctuations
in biomass that reduce the contribution of diversity to biomass
production at least over short temporal scales [15].
The outcome of these differential patterns of diversity and
functioning mean that the degree of environmental autocorrelation has larger impacts in temporally varying environments
as compared with the spatial scenarios (figure 5). Whereas the
level of biodiversity required to maintain functioning—at
either the smallest or largest scales—is similar across all
types of spatial environmental heterogeneity (figure 5a), this
is not the case for temporal heterogeneity. With temporal
environmental heterogeneity, the number of species required
to maintain functioning decreases as autocorrelation increases
(figure 5b). This is because more species are required to maintain functioning in our simulations when environmental
conditions change rapidly.
Our findings differ from expectations from previous simulations which found that compositional turnover should cause
the slope of the BEF relationship to increase with scale [3]. In
fact, the increase in half saturation constant with scale in the
present study actually corresponds to a decrease in BEF
slope with scale if the saturation level of functioning remains
constant. The reason for this difference is the mechanism
responsible for composition turnover in the two studies.
Here, turnover is owing to environmental variation, which
causes species to vary in abundance across space or time. In
Thompson et al. [3], species turnover occurs through stochasticity and all species contribute equally whenever they are
present. Taken together, these two approaches highlight the
general expectation that compositional turnover should lead
to a scale-dependent BEF relationship, and whether this
compositional turnover is driven by environmental factors or
stochastic processes should determine if the BEF slope
increases or decreases with scale.

References

2.

3.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

10.
11.

12.

13.

14.

15.

16.

17.

18.

19.

20.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

26.

27.

28.

29.

systems (eds DA Vasseur, KS McCann), pp. 159–177.
Berlin, Germany: Springer.
Vasseur DA, Yodzis P. 2004 The color of
environmental noise. Ecology 85, 1146–1152.
(doi:10.1890/02-3122)
De Laender F et al. 2016 Reintroducing
environmental change drivers in biodiversity–
ecosystem functioning research. Trends Ecol. Evol.
31, 905–915. (doi:10.1016/j.tree.2016.09.007)
Steinitz O, Heller J, Tsoar A, Rotem D, Kadmon R.
2006 Environment, dispersal and patterns of species
similarity. J. Biogeogr. 33, 1044–1054. (doi:10.
1111/j.1365-2699.2006.01473.x)
Soininen J, McDonald R, Hillebrand H. 2007 The
distance decay of similarity in ecological
communities. Ecography 30, 3–12. (doi:10.1111/j.
0906-7590.2007.04817.x)
Thompson PL, Guzman LM, Meester LD, Horváth Z,
Ptacnik R, Vanschoenwinkel B, Viana DS, Chase JM.
2020 A process-based metacommunity framework
linking local and regional scale community ecology.
Ecol. Lett. 23, 1314–1329. (doi:10.1111/ele.13568)
Ripa J, Lundberg P. 1996 Noise colour and the risk
of population extinctions. Proc. R. Soc. Lond. B 263,
1751–1753. (doi:10.1098/rspb.1996.0256)
Petchey OL, Gonzalez A, Wilson HB. 1997 Effects on
population persistence: the interaction between
environmental noise colour, intraspecific
competition and space. Proc. R. Soc. Lond. B 264,
1841–1847. (doi:10.1098/rspb.1997.0254)
Petchey OL. 2000 Environmental colour affects
aspects of single–species population dynamics.
Proc. R. Soc. Lond. B 267, 747–754. (doi:10.1098/
rspb.2000.1066)
Gonzalez A, Holt RD. 2002 The inflationary effects of
environmental fluctuations in source-sink systems.
Proc. Natl Acad. Sci. USA 99, 14 872–14 877.
(doi:10.1073/pnas.232589299)
Inchausti P, Halley JM. 2002 The long-term
temporal variability and spectral colour of animal
populations. See https://www.semanticscholar.
org/paper/The-long-term-temporal-variabilityand-spectral-of-Inchausti-Halley/851e26ad9
d8785daa39c93bb6d291b6e4caf876b (accessed 3
May 2020).
Storch D, Gaston KJ, Cepák J. 2002 Pink landscapes:
1/f spectra of spatial environmental variability
and bird community composition. Proc. R. Soc.
Lond. B 269, 1791–1796. (doi:10.1098/rspb.2002.
2076)
Ripa J, Lundberg P, Kaitala V. 1998 A general theory
of environmental noise in ecological food webs. Am.
Nat. 151, 256–263. (doi:10.1086/286116)
Ruokolainen L, Lindén A, Kaitala V, Fowler MS. 2009
Ecological and evolutionary dynamics under
coloured environmental variation. Trends Ecol. Evol.
24, 555–563. (doi:10.1016/j.tree.2009.04.009)
Gonzalez A, Descamps-Julien B. 2004 Population
and community variability in randomly fluctuating
environments. Oikos 106, 105–116.

30. Wang S, Loreau M, Arnoldi J-F, Fang J, Rahman KA,
Tao S, de Mazancourt C. 2017 An invariability-area
relationship sheds new light on the spatial scaling
of ecological stability. Nat. Commun. 8, 15211.
(doi:10.1038/ncomms15211)
31. Halley JM. 1996 Ecology, evolution and 1f-noise.
Trends Ecol. Evol. 11, 33–37. (doi:10.1016/01695347(96)81067-6)
32. Gouhier TC, Guichard F. 2014 Synchrony: quantifying
variability in space and time. Methods Ecol. Evol. 5,
524–533. (doi:10.1111/2041-210X.12188)
33. Loreau M. 2010 From populations to ecosystems.
Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press.
34. Fleishman E, Mac Nally R. 2006 Patterns of spatial
autocorrelation of assemblages of birds, floristics,
physiognomy, and primary productivity in the
central Great Basin, USA. Divers. Distrib. 12,
236–243. (doi:10.1111/j.1366-9516.2006.00240.x)
35. Yasuhara M, Doi H, Wei C-L, Danovaro R, Myhre SE. 2016
Biodiversity–ecosystem functioning relationships in
long-term time series and palaeoecological records:
deep sea as a test bed. Phil. Trans. R. Soc. B 371,
20150282. (doi:10.1098/rstb.2015.0282)
36. Johnson KA, Goody RS. 2011 The original Michaelis
constant: translation of the 1913 Michaelis–Menten
paper. Biochemistry 50, 8264–8269. (doi:10.1021/
bi201284u)
37. R Development Core Team. 2020 R: a language and
environment for statistical computing. Vienna,
Austria: R Foundation for Statistical Computing. See
http://www.R-project.org/.
38. Leibold MA, Chase JM, Ernest SKM. 2017
Community assembly and the functioning of
ecosystems: how metacommunity processes alter
ecosystems attributes. Ecology 98, 909–919.
(doi:10.1111/j.1461-0248.2011.01728.x)
39. Bell G et al. 1993 The spatial structure of the
physical environment. Oecologia 96, 114–121.
(doi:10.1007/BF00318038)
40. Azaele S, Maritan A, Cornell SJ, Suweis S, Banavar JR,
Gabriel D, Kunin WE. 2014 Towards a unified
descriptive theory for spatial ecology: predicting
biodiversity patterns across spatial scales. Methods Ecol.
Evol. 6, 324–332. (doi:10.1111/2041-210X.12319)
41. Blowes SA et al. 2019 The geography of biodiversity
change in marine and terrestrial assemblages. Science
366, 339–345. (doi:10.1126/science.aaw1620)
42. Wigley TML, Smith RL, Santer BD. 1998 Anthropogenic
influence on the autocorrelation structure of
hemispheric-mean temperatures. Science 282,
1676–1679. (doi:10.1126/science.282.5394.1676)
43. Di Cecco GJ, Gouhier TC. 2018 Increased spatial and
temporal autocorrelation of temperature under
climate change. Sci. Rep. 8, 14850. (doi:10.1038/
s41598-018-33217-0)
44. Thompson PL, Kéfi S, Zelnik YR, Dee LE, Wang S,
Mazancourt Cde, Loreau M, Gonzalez A. 2020 Scaling
up biodiversity ecosystem functioning relationships: the
role of environmental variability in space and time.
bioRxiv. (doi:10.1101/2020.11.04.367250)

Proc. R. Soc. B 288: 20202779

4.

IPBES. 2019 Global assessment report on
biodiversity and ecosystem services of the
Intergovernmental Science-Policy Platform on
Biodiversity and Ecosystem Services. Bonn, Germany:
IPBES Secretariat.
Gonzalez A et al. 2020 Scaling-up biodiversityecosystem functioning research. Ecol. Lett. 23,
757–776. (doi:10.1111/ele.13456)
Thompson PL, Isbell F, Loreau M, O’Connor MI,
Gonzalez A. 2018 The strength of the biodiversity–
ecosystem function relationship depends on spatial
scale. Proc. R. Soc. B 285, 20180038–20180039.
(doi:10.1098/rspb.2018.0038)
Barry KE et al. 2019 A universal scaling method for
biodiversity-ecosystem functioning relationships.
bioRxiv, 662783. (doi:10.1101/662783)
Qiu J, Cardinale BJ. 2020 Scaling up biodiversity–
ecosystem function relationships across space and over
time. Ecology 101, e03166. (doi:10.1002/ecy.3166)
Isbell F et al. 2017 Linking the influence
and dependence of people on biodiversity
across scales. Nature 546, 65–72. (doi:10.1038/
35012221)
Loreau M, Hector A. 2001 Partitioning selection and
complementarity in biodiversity experiments. Nature
412, 72–76. (doi:10.1038/35083573)
Cardinale BJ, Matulich KL, Hooper DU, Byrnes JE,
Duffy E, Gamfeldt L, Balvanera P, O’Connor MI,
Gonzalez A. 2011 The functional role of producer
diversity in ecosystems. Am. J. Bot. 98, 572–592.
(doi:10.3732/ajb.1000364)
Cardinale BJ, Nelson K, Palmer MA. 2000 Linking species
diversity to the functioning of ecosystems: on the
importance of environmental context. Oikos 91,
175–183. (doi:10.1034/j.1600-0706.2000.910117.x)
Isbell F et al. 2011 High plant diversity is needed to
maintain ecosystem services. Nature 477, 199–203.
Isbell F, Cowles J, Dee LE, Loreau M, Reich PB,
Gonzalez A, Hector A, Schmid B. 2018 Quantifying
effects of biodiversity on ecosystem functioning
across times and places. Ecol. Lett. 21, 763–768.
(doi:10.1111/ele.12928)
Reich PB, Tilman D, Isbell F, Mueller K, Hobbie SE,
Flynn DFB, Eisenhauer N. 2012 Impacts of
biodiversity loss escalate through time as
redundancy fades. Science 336, 589–592. (doi:10.
1126/science.6289436)
Loreau M, Mouquet N, Gonzalez A. 2003 Biodiversity as
spatial insurance in heterogeneous landscapes. Proc.
Natl Acad. Sci. USA 100, 12 765–12 770. (doi:10.1073/
pnas.2235465100)
Cardinale BJ, Ives AR, Inchausti P. 2004 Effects of
species diversity on the primary productivity of
ecosystems: extending our spatial and temporal
scales of inference. Oikos 104, 437–450. (doi:10.
1111/j.0030-1299.2004.13254.x)
Gonzalez A, De Feo O. 2007 Environmental
variability modulates the insurance effects of
diversity in nonequilibrium communities. In The
impact of environmental variability on ecological

royalsocietypublishing.org/journal/rspb

1.

9

